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“Because we do not realize that the subjugation of women leads to social ruin, that society 
which should grow, goes on declining day by day, in spite of its capacity for reason.” 

E.V.Ramasamy “Periyar” 

  

“You can tell the condition of a nation by looking at the status of its women.” 

Jawaharlal Nehru 
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1. SETTING THE SCENE 

 

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

The multi-site research project, Surviving Violence: Everyday Resilience and Gender Justice in 
Rural-Urban India, is centrally concerned with understanding help-seeking by domestic 
violence victim-survivors, through their accounts of their experiences with violence and 
help-seeking and in a broader context defined for us by people living in those sites and 
people working professionally in support roles. Our objectives were to:  

1. Enhance empirical knowledge about the experiences of women, families, 
community, legal and state actors in rural-urban settings, concerning access to 
services and justice in the context of DV; 

2. Advance conceptual knowledge concerning DV from a situated feminist-legal 
perspective that privileges womenʼs everyday articulations of rights and justice and 
recognises the intersecting local and national, social, economic and political context; 

3. Develop feminist-legal methodology through academic-civil society stakeholder 
partnerships that centre the experiences of women victims/survivors; 

4. Inform evidence-based policy by identifying current gaps in policy and provision for 
victims of DV to support any future reform in this area. 

This research was conducted across three sites in India in the states of Maharashtra, Tamil 
Nadu and West Bengal. The common research questions were:  

1. What formal state and non-state support and legal services currently exist for 
survivors of DV in rural-urban sites, and what are the gaps in provision? 

2. What are the experiences of women victims of DV of these formal support and legal 
services and how effective are they? 

3. What informal and non-legal mechanisms currently exist for survivors of DV in rural -
urban sites? 

4. What are the experiences of women victims of DV of these informal and non-legal 
mechanisms to seek support, services and justice, and what is their impact on 
women’s lives? 

5. What are the implications of these experiences with respect to understanding the 
provision of, and relationship between, formal/informal support and legal services 
and their impact for future law and policy reform in India? 

This is the report of our findings from the research in Tamil Nadu. 

NOTES ON METHODOLOGY 

The research teams employed a multi-method approach to collect primary data from 
survivors of domestic violence and other key stakeholders, centring the experience of 
victim-survivors in the study. Data analysis adopted an intersectional approach, taking into 
account how structural inequalities across the rural-urban spaces, caste, socio-economic 
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status, religion and age might affect not just the incidence of domestic violence but also 
help-seeking.  

We recorded data in three layers: KOBO, field notes and the translated transcripts of 
interview audio files. KOBO was the source of the numbers-related data. The field notes 
offered context for KOBO. Excerpts from the transcripts are quoted here. The primary 
source for this Tamil Nadu report is the data recorded on KOBO.  

Racing against the spread of the COVID-19 waves in 2021-22, we conducted fieldwork in 
Tamil Nadu at a brisk pace. Even as our interviews were underway, thus, the research team 
continued to modify the questionnaires. These questions largely clarified points that were 
already covered in the interview narratives and therefore were already part of our 
conversations. 

Our primary method of identifying interviewee was snowballing. Members of the Tamil 
Nadu team drew on a state-wide network of social sector partners. Some of us have been 
working in the area of gender violence awareness for over a decade and had a network of 
partners around the state, some of whom are service providers by design and some of 
whom have supported survivors because they have been present and accessible to them on 
the ground. We identified most survivors through this network of NGOs, as well as through 
the other stakeholders we interviewed. In a few instances, survivors introduced us to other 
survivors.  

Despite this network, it was a challenge to reach survivors who were willing to be 
interviewed. In Vellore, several survivors were willing to do online interviews without video 
rather than in-person interviews. We were also mindful throughout of including survivors 
across caste, religious, age, disability and income. We met this challenge as best was 
possible and are pleased to share relevant data a little further in this section.  

In Ariyalur, travel across the district and access to homes through the cashew plantations 
posed a challenge.  

We also interviewed a selection of these NGO partners. In our rural site, Ariyalur, we could 
only locate 3 NGOs. In Chennai, in addition to the 4 local NGOs we interviewed, we 
interviewed the representative of an NGO working with refugees.  

While access to serving police personnel was possible in Ariyalur and Vellore, in Chennai 
city, we were denied permission for interview. We interviewed two retired police officers, 
both of whom are known have taken a great deal of interest in gender violence redressal 
and police training and sensitisation. We also interviewed a senior serving police officer who 
has worked in Chennai but whose remit lay beyond the Chennai Commissionerate, and who 
is known for her interest in gender issues. We interviewed one person who was part of an 
NGO-supported, official initiative to place trained counsellors in All-Women Police Stations 
(AWPS).   
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Fig 1.1: Interview numbers 

 Urban Rural Semi-Urban 

Survivors 21 20 20 

Community 
Members 

10 10 10 

NGOs 5 3 4 

Government Service 
Providers & 
Protection Officers 

6 5 5 

Medical 
Practitioners 

4 4 4 

Lawyers 4 4 4 

Police 4 4 4 

 

THE RESEARCH CONTEXT 

Tamil Nadu 

What is the rationale for including Tamil Nadu in this three-state study? Tamil Nadu 
consistently ranks among India’s best performing states along development indices. Rich 
agricultural tracts, busy port-cities and early infrastructural and industrial investments have 
facilitated economic growth. Politics since the 1930s have 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, leading to the expectation of good gender equality indicators.1 Rather, they obfuscate 
reality which is a long pending list of milestones and targets. Inching year-by-year towards 
achieving Sustainable Development targets, the state still falls short. “Better than the Indian 
average” is not good enough.  

 
1 See also Swarna Rajagopalan, Surviving Violence: The Dharmapuri Field Report, December 2020, accessed at 
https://www.survivingviolence.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/SURVIVING-VIOLENCE-allinone-8.0.pdf on 
January 6, 2023. 
 

https://www.survivingviolence.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/SURVIVING-VIOLENCE-allinone-8.0.pdf%20on%20January%206
https://www.survivingviolence.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/SURVIVING-VIOLENCE-allinone-8.0.pdf%20on%20January%206
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Fig 1.2: Select comparisons between Tamil Nadu and India data 

 Tamil Nadu All India 

(1) Life Expectancy (Years) (2014-18) 72.1 69.4 

(2) Sex Ratio (2011)  996 943 

(3) Child Sex Ratio (2011) 943 919 

(4) Literacy (Percentage) (2011) 80.09 72.99 

(5) Poverty Rate (Percentage) (2011-12 
Based on MRP Consumption) 

11.3 21.9 

(6) State-Wise Per Capita Availability Of 
Power (Kilowatt-Hour) (2020-21) 

1401.4 1031.4 

Source: (1)(4)(5)(6) Reserve Bank of India, Handbook of Statistics on Indian States, 2021, 
accessed at 
https://www.rbi.org.in/Scripts/AnnualPublications.aspx?head=Handbook%20of%20Statist
ics%20on%20Indian%20States on August 26, 2022 

(2)(3) Census 2011, Sex Ratio 2011, accessed at 
https://www.census2011.co.in/sexratio.php on August 27, 2022. 

  

https://www.rbi.org.in/Scripts/AnnualPublications.aspx?head=Handbook%20of%20Statistics%20on%20Indian%20States
https://www.rbi.org.in/Scripts/AnnualPublications.aspx?head=Handbook%20of%20Statistics%20on%20Indian%20States
https://www.census2011.co.in/sexratio.php%20on%20August%2027
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Figure 1.3: SDG Indicators 2020 for India and Tamil Nadu 

SDG 5 Indicators (2020) Target India Tamil 
Nadu 

Proportion of women in 
managerial positions 
including women in board 
of directors, in listed 
companies  

245 190 185 

Operational land holding 
gender wise (percentage 
of female operated 
operational holdings)  

50 13.96 19.65 

Percentage of currently 
married women aged 15-
49 years who have their 
demand for modern 
methods of family 
planning satisfied  

100 72 83 

Rate of crimes against 
women  

0 62.4 15.6 

Women who have 
experienced 
cruelty/physical violence 
by husband or his 
relatives during the year  

0 19.54 2.06 

Ratio of female to male 
average wage/salary 
earnings received among 
regular wage/salaried 
employees  

1 0.74 0.73 

Ratio of female to male 
Labour Force Participation 
Rate (LFPR) (15-59 years)  

1 0.33 0.49 

Percentage of elected 
women over total seats in 
the state legislative 
assembly  

50 8.46 8.51 

Sex ratio at birth  950 899 908 

Source: NITI Aayog, Gender Equality, 2020, accessed at 
https://sdgindiaindex.niti.gov.in/#/ranking on August 27, 2022. 

Note: There is some variation in the numbers reported on various websites. Since the 
statistics cited are indicative rather than definitive in making the point of this section, they 
are cited as listed.  

https://sdgindiaindex.niti.gov.in/#/ranking on August 27
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The National Crime Records Bureau’s annual Crime in India report is a compilation of police 
station-level data from around India of complaints lodged under various statutes. Four of 
these cover the category of ‘domestic violence’—complaints under the Indian Penal Code 
(Section 498A) on Cruelty by husband and relatives; after 2014, cases under the Protection 
of Women from Domestic Violence Act (PWDVA); cases under the Dowry Prohibition Act 
and cases of dowry deaths. If you contrast the number of cases under 498A with those 
under PWDVA, you have an instant reading on awareness levels with regard to the latter 
law.  
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Figure 1.4: Incidence of domestic violence and violence within the family  
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Source: National Crime Records Bureau, Crime in India, accessed at https://ncrb.gov.in/en/crime-in-india on September 14, 2022 

 

https://ncrb.gov.in/en/crime-in-india%20on%20September
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Successive editions of the National Family Health Survey since 1998-99 have deepened their 
enquiry into gender-based violence, especially domestic and intimate partner violence, as a 
public health issue. Their questions cover several dimensions of gender relations within the 
home, apart from sexual and reproductive rights and care and family violence, from 
nutrition and maternal health to including, but also property and decision-making within the 
family. Each edition reveals in greater detail how deep-rooted patriarchal thinking is.  

Fig 1.5: Percentage of TN women surveyed by NFHS who have experienced violence 
(1) NFHS-2 (1998-99) 40% 

(2) NFHS-3 (2005-06) 38.7% 

(3) NFHS-4 (2015-26) 45.6% 

(4) NFHS-5 (2019-21) 41.5% 
Sources: (1) International Institute for Population Sciences, Fact Sheet, Tamil Nadu 
National Family Health Survey, 1999, page xxiii, accessed at 
http://rchiips.org/nfhs/data/tn/tnfctsum.pdf on August 27, 2022.  

(2) International Institute for Population Sciences, National Family Health Survey-3, 
“Tamil Nadu” Tamil Nadu: Main Report, Table 75, page 113, accessed at 
http://rchiips.org/nfhs/NFHS-3%20Data/TamilNadu_report.pdf on October 22, 2020; (3) 
International Institute for Population Sciences, National Family Health Survey-4, “Tamil 
Nadu” Tamil Nadu: Main Report, Table 95, page 154, accessed at 
http://rchiips.org/nfhs/NFHS-4Reports/TamilNadu.pdf on October 22, 2020; (4) 
International Institute for Population Sciences, Tamil Nadu Key Indicators, accessed at 
http://rchiips.org/nfhs/NFHS-5_FCTS/Tamil_Nadu.pdf on August 27, 2022. 

 

In the latest round, NFHS-5, of the 41.5% of women between 18 and 49 who had 
experienced either physical or sexual violence, most had experienced physical violence. The 
most common perpetrator was the current husband, followed by parents or step-parents. 
The first assailant was usually the current husband, followed by other relatives.2 3.3% of 
women who had ever been pregnant had experienced violence during pregnancy.3 

Given Tamil Nadu’s rationalist politics and relatively decent socio-economic indicators, the 
NFHS findings that are consistently shocking relate to the high percentage of respondents 
who justify domestic violence, especially women.   

 
2 International Institute for Population Sciences (IIPS), National Family Health Survey (NFHS-5), India, 
2019-21: Tamil Nadu, Table 104 Experience of physical and sexual violence, page 179, 2021, 
accessed at http://rchiips.org/nfhs/NFHS-5Reports/Tamil%20Nadu.pdf on August 27, 2022. 
 
3 International Institute for Population Sciences (IIPS), National Family Health Survey (NFHS-5), India, 2019-21: 
Tamil Nadu, Table 105 Experience of violence during pregnancy, page 180, 2021, accessed at 
http://rchiips.org/nfhs/NFHS-5Reports/Tamil%20Nadu.pdf on August 27, 2022. 

http://rchiips.org/nfhs/data/tn/tnfctsum.pdf%20on%20August%2027
http://rchiips.org/nfhs/NFHS-3%20Data/TamilNadu_report.pdf
http://rchiips.org/nfhs/NFHS-4Reports/TamilNadu.pdf
http://rchiips.org/nfhs/NFHS-5_FCTS/Tamil_Nadu.pdf%20on%20August%2027
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Fig 1.6: Reasons given for 
justifying a husband beating 
his wife 

(1) NFHS-2 
(1998-99) 

(2) NFHS-3 (2005-06) (3) NFHS-4 (2015-26) (4) NFHS-5 (2019-21) 

Ever-married 
women 

Ever-married 
women 

Ever-married 
men 

Ever-married 
women 

Ever-married 
men 

Ever-married 
women 

Ever-married 
men 

Percentage who agree with 
at least one reason 

72.1 69.4 51 72.5 62.5 79.8 52.8 

Husband suspects wife is 
unfaithful 

17.2 13.6 15.3 22.4 39.8 30.6 26.9 

Natal family does not give 
money or other items 

3.1 
    

  

Wife refuses to have sexual 
intercourse with husband 

 14.3 6 19.4 10.3 11.5 5.1 

Wife shows disrespect for in-
laws 

40.5 45.6 45.6 40.1 26.4 57.8 38.7 

Wife goes out without telling 
husband 

51 47.4 29.8 54.5 26.4 45.0 19.0 

Wife neglects house or 
children 

59.8 58.6 32.6 57.4 35.7 67.7 32.9 

Wife does not cook food 
properly 

22.1 26.7 16.9 31.3 15 19.4 9.0 

Wife argues with husband  41.4 26.4 46.2 27.1 36.5 21.3 

Sources: 

(1) International Institute for Population Sciences, National Family Health Survey-2, Table 3.9 Reasons given for justifying a husband beating his wife 
,“Chapter 3: Background Characteristics of Respondents,” page 50, Tamil Nadu: Main Report, accessed at http://rchiips.org/nfhs/data/tn/tnchap3.pdf 
on October 22, 2020.  

(2) International Institute for Population Sciences, National Family Health Survey-3, “Tamil Nadu” Tamil Nadu: Main Report, Tables 73-80, pages 111-
117, accessed at http://rchiips.org/nfhs/NFHS-3%20Data/TamilNadu_report.pdf on October 22, 2020. 

http://rchiips.org/nfhs/data/tn/tnchap3.pdf
http://rchiips.org/nfhs/NFHS-3%20Data/TamilNadu_report.pdf
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(3) International Institute for Population Sciences, National Family Health Survey-4, “Tamil Nadu” Tamil Nadu: Main Report, Table 93, page 151, 
accessed at http://rchiips.org/nfhs/NFHS-4Reports/TamilNadu.pdf on October 22, 2020. 

(4) International Institute for Population Sciences, National Family Health Survey-5, Tamil Nadu 2019-21, Table 102, page 176, accessed at 
http://rchiips.org/nfhs/NFHS-5Reports/Tamil%20Nadu.pdf on August 27, 2022. 

 

http://rchiips.org/nfhs/NFHS-4Reports/TamilNadu.pdf
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It is noteworthy that in the total NFHS-5 sample including those never married, 78.3% of 
women and 56.2% of men thought there was at least one justification for wife-beating. That 
the percentage has steadily risen is alarming. This is the social context of our study, a 
climate that endorses violence as acceptable within relationships.  

Fig 1.7: Help-seeking behaviour 

Sources: 

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

(2) International Institute for Population Sciences, National Family Health Survey-4, “Tamil 
Nadu” Tamil Nadu: Main Report, Table 101, page 162, accessed at 
http://rchiips.org/nfhs/NFHS-4Reports/TamilNadu.pdf on October 22, 2020. 

(3) International Institute for Population Sciences, National Family Health Survey-5, “Tamil 
Nadu” 2019-21, Table 110, page 180, accessed at http://rchiips.org/nfhs/NFHS-
5Reports/Tamil%20Nadu.pdf on August 27, 2022. 

 

Directly 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  

  

 
4 International Institute for Population Sciences, National Family Health Survey-5, “Tamil Nadu” 
2019-21, Table 110, page 180, accessed at http://rchiips.org/nfhs/NFHS-
5Reports/Tamil%20Nadu.pdf on August 27, 2022. 

 (1) NFHS-3 (2005-
06)1 

(2) NFHS-4 (2015-
26)2 

(3) NFHS-5 (2019-
21) 

Never sought help and 
never told anyone 

53.5 75.8 81.1 

Never sought help but 
told someone 

9.4 10.7 7.0 

Sought help 36.7 13.6 11.9 

http://rchiips.org/nfhs/NFHS-3%20Data/TamilNadu_report.pdf
http://rchiips.org/nfhs/NFHS-4Reports/TamilNadu.pdf
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Research sites in Tamil Nadu 

 

Our selection of the three sites in Tamil Nadu was first based on the 2011 census 
classification of rural, urban and semi-urban districts. Social and development indicators 
further influenced our final selection.  

• Ariyalur. Ariyalur lies at the edge of the Cauvery delta basin and its rural, agricultural 
heartland. It has limestone deposits and is a cement manufacturing centre. 

• Chennai. The administrative and commercial capital of Tamil Nadu, it is the largest 
urban centre in the state, fast expanding to form a conurbation with towns to the 
north and south.   

• Vellore. Vellore borders both of Tamil Nadu’s neighbouring states, has a larger 
proportion of Christian and Muslim minorities, and is home to one of India’s oldest 
teaching hospitals.  

 

 

 

 

 

Yellow: Urban 
Blue: Rural 
Green: Semi-urban 
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Fig 1.8: Demographic, social and gender violence statistics 

 Tamil Nadu Chennai Ariyalur Vellore 

(1) Population  

(2011 Census) 
72,147,030 4,646,732 754,894 3,936,331 

(2) Scheduled 
Castes 

- 779667 176230 - 

(3) Scheduled 
Tribes 

- 10061 10722 - 

(4) Religion 
Hindu 

88.67 82.27 93.44% 76.64 

(5) Religion 
Muslim 

5.00 8.73 2.73 8.91 

(6) Religion 
Christian 

6.10 7.63 3.76 2.6 

(7) Other 
religions 

- 1.5 - - 

(8) Sex Ratio  - 989 1015 1007 

(9) Literacy - 90.18 % 71.34 % 79.17 % 

(11) Dowry 
cases registered  

- 9 (2016) 8 (2018-19) 23 (2015-16) 

(12) Rape  - 25 (2016) - 71 (2015-16) 

(13) Cruelty by 
husband 

- 178 - - 

Sources:  

• District Statistical Hand Book Chennai District 2016-2017, accessed at 
https://cdn.s3waas.gov.in/s313f3cf8c531952d72e5847c4183e6910/uploads/2018/0
6/2018062923.pdf on August 27, 2022. 

• District Handbook Ariyalur District, 2018-19, accessed at 
https://cdn.s3waas.gov.in/s319f3cd308f1455b3fa09a282e0d496f4/uploads/2020/03
/2020031472.pdf on August 27, 2022. 

• Vellore District Statistical Handbook 2016-2017, accessed at 
https://cdn.s3waas.gov.in/s31651cf0d2f737d7adeab84d339dbabd3/uploads/2018/0
6/2018062978.pdf on August 27, 2022. 

  

https://cdn.s3waas.gov.in/s313f3cf8c531952d72e5847c4183e6910/uploads/2018/06/2018062923.pdf%20on%20August%2027
https://cdn.s3waas.gov.in/s313f3cf8c531952d72e5847c4183e6910/uploads/2018/06/2018062923.pdf%20on%20August%2027
https://cdn.s3waas.gov.in/s319f3cd308f1455b3fa09a282e0d496f4/uploads/2020/03/2020031472.pdf%20on%20August%2027
https://cdn.s3waas.gov.in/s319f3cd308f1455b3fa09a282e0d496f4/uploads/2020/03/2020031472.pdf%20on%20August%2027
https://cdn.s3waas.gov.in/s31651cf0d2f737d7adeab84d339dbabd3/uploads/2018/06/2018062978.pdf%20on%20August%2027
https://cdn.s3waas.gov.in/s31651cf0d2f737d7adeab84d339dbabd3/uploads/2018/06/2018062978.pdf%20on%20August%2027
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INTERVIEWEE PROFILES 

Across the three sites, we interviewed people in three broad categories (details in Fig XXX above): 
survivors of domestic violence, members of the local community and people whose jobs call on 
them to support survivors as they try to access help and justice. In the last category, we specifically 
sought out individuals working in NGOs that may or may not specialise in victim services; 
Government services such as counsellors and those running shelters and Protection Officers 
mandated by the PWDVA; health service providers, both doctors and nurses; lawyers and police.  

This section provides an overview of their profiles. Three Appendices provide a more detailed 
individual look.  

Survivors 

Urban 21 

Semi-urban 20 

Rural 20 

 

Fig 1.10: Age 

18-25 8 

26-30 13 

31-39 26 

50-59 4 

60-69 1 

  

Gender: 60 women, 1 transman 

Disability:  

Three survivors in the total of 61 interviewed were persons with disabilities, one from each of the 
three sites. In the urban site, we interviewed a survivor who has lost mobility. In the rural, we 
interviewed a survivor with a speech and hearing impairment. In the semi-urban, we interviewed a 
survivor with speech and cognitive impairment.  
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Fig 1.11: Caste/ community 

Scheduled Caste (SC)  18 

Most Backward Community (MBC) 14 

Backward Community (BC) 21 

Forward Community (FC) 2 

Did not say 6 

 

Fig 1.12: Religion  

Hindu 46 

Christian 7 

Muslim 8 

 

Fig. 1.13: Current relationship situation  

Married  24 

Deserted  1 

Separated 25 

Widowed 7 

Divorced  3 

Other 1 

 

 

Fig 1.14: Children  

Yes  51 

No  10 

Fig 1.15: Number of children 

1 16 

2 26 

3 8 

5 1 

 

Fig 1.15: Functional Literacy 

Yes 55 

No  6  

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 1.16: Education 

No Education  2 

Up to Class 4 9 

Up to Class 10 23 

Up to Class 12 3 

Graduate 10 

Postgraduate 13 
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Fig 1.17: Employment Status 

Housewife only  10 

Casual labourer 13 

Informal work  5 

Employed (salaried work) 25 

Entrepreneur/own account (i.e. business 
owner)  

2 

Other 6 

 

Fig 1.18: If you earn a living, what's your monthly 
income?   

Under Rs. 1000 4 

Rs. 1001-4000 12 

Rs. 4001-10000 10 

Rs. 10001-25000 10 

Rs. 25001-50000 2 

Rs. 50001-100000 3 

Rs. 100000 and above 1 

Total responses 42 

Fig 1.19: What assets do you own?   

None 16 

Gold 23 

Home 12 

Land 7 

Livestock 4 

Other property (non-residential real estate)  0 

Bike 10 

Car 0 

Air-conditioner 5 

Washing machine 12 

TV  28 

Refrigerator 12 

Smartphone 17 

Touch Phone 6 

Total responses 59 

Fig 1.20: Who do you usually live with?   

Most survivors usually lived in a joint family set-up in their marital home; 
that is, they lived with their husband, children, parents-in-law, brothers and 
sisters-in-law and their families. A couple of them left for their natal homes 
only to return.  

 

 

 

 

Husband 60 

Children 41 

Mother-in-law 30 

Father-in-law 27 

Mother 3 

Father 1 

Sisters-in-law 17 

Brothers-in-law 15 

Others 8 
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Fig 1.21: What kind of home do you usually live 
in?   

Kutcha 1 

Semi-pucca 22 

Pucca 36 

Total responses  59 

 

 

Fig: 1.22: Where are you currently staying?   

In a shelter 5 

On my own  7 

On my own with my children  19 

Other  1 

With my family  1 

With my husband  9 

With my natal family 16 

Fig 1.23: Who owns the house you live in?  

About a fifth of the survivors lived in rental homes, whether 
with the husband or by themselves. A few of them mentioned 
that their marital home was owned by their husband or in-laws. 
A very small number are currently building their own homes.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 1.24: How many rooms does your home have? 
  

1-2 31 

3-4 25 

5-6 4 

7-8 0 

9+ 0 

 

Fig 1.25: Does your home have a toilet?   

NO 19 

YES 39 

No response 3 

 

Fig 1.26: Do you take on domestic responsibilities at home? 

60/ 61 Yes 

You only 6 

Husband only 8 

Father-in-law and husband 5 

You and husband both 1 

Parents-in-law 16 

Mother-in-law 4 

Father-in-law   8 

Brother and sister-in-law both 0 

Brother-in-law 2 

Sister-in-law 1 

Parents both 0 

Biological mother 1 

Biological father 0 

Other 15 
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Community Members 

Fig 1.27: Age   

18-25 5 

26-30 1 

31-39 10 

40-49 7 

50-59 5 

60-69 2 

 

Fig 1.28: Sex   

Man 16 

Woman 14 

 

Fig 1.29: Caste/community   

Backward Community (BC) 13 

Forward Community (FC) 1 

Most Backward Community 
(MBC) 

7 

Scheduled Caste (SC) 5 

Scheduled Tribes (ST) 1 

 

Fig 1.30: Religion  

Buddhist 1 

Christian  4 

Hindu 19 

Muslim  5 

Atheist 1 

Fig 1.31: Level of Education   

Up to Class 4 2 

Up to Class 10 8 

Graduate  11 

Post graduate  8 

 

 

Fig 1.32: Employment status   

Employed (salaried work) 16 

Entrepreneur  
(i.e., business owner)  

5 

Housewife only  1 

Informal work  4 

unemployed 1 
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Support Service Providers 

Fig 1.33: Age 

18-25 3 

26-30 7 

31-39 16 

40-49 22 

50-59 11 

60-69 2 

70-79 2 

  

Fig 1.34: Sex  

Women 48 

Men 15 

 

Fig 1.35: Caste/community   

Scheduled Caste (SC) 13 

Most Backward Community 
(MBC) 

7 

Backward Community (BC) 25 

Forward Community (FC) 5 

Other 4 

Fig 1.36: Religion 

Hindu 39 

Christian  14 

Muslim  2 

Other 6 

 

Fig 1.37: Level of Education   

Up to Class 10 3 
Graduate  21 
Post-graduate 33 

 

SUMMARY NOTES 

Despite its history and good socio-economic indicators, Tamil Nadu performs poorly on 
gender equality standards. Research shows the persistence of values that normalise 
inequality and violence. In the circumstances, this project probed the experiences of 
domestic violence survivors as they sought help with a view to identify the factors that build 
their resilience. To this end, we interviewed survivors, community members and those who 
provide support services—NGOs, Protection Officers and other government officials, health 
care professionals, lawyers and police.  
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Rural survivor, 30 years old, Backward Caste  

“I got married 10 years ago. I had love marriage. My husband is a cook. We loved 
and married but now he is listening to his parents and brothers and is now torturing 
me.” 

“Between my husband and me, we have 13-14 years difference. My husband actually 
drank poison threatening that he wanted to marry only me. My parents didn’t like 
him, and when I was stubborn that I wanted to marry him, they got me married to 
him in a marriage hall (proper way). … my husband told my father that he need not 
marry me to him thinking of the family but he can do the same trusting him… since 
he drank poison, I got overwhelmed and didn’t think of anything but went on to 
marry him. After that, in a year they started torturing me.” 

[She is not allowed to live inside the marital home and lives outside in a makeshift 
shelter.] 

“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?” 

Edited translation of interview recording 
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2. UNDERSTANDING OF DOMESTIC VIOLENCE 

 

How do people understand domestic violence? Indian law mirrors CEDAW Recommendation 
19 to include physical, sexual, verbal, emotional and economic abuse under the rubric of 
domestic violence. Is the general understanding of what constitutes violence similar? To this 
end, we asked survivors, community members and support service providers a core set of 
common questions, as well as other experience-specific ones.  

SURVIVORS 

Survivors, regardless of their situation, were clear about what constituted domestic violence 
and their understanding generally aligned with the law. They showed remarkable faith in 
the law and the police as being able to stop or prevent domestic violence. In fact, despite 
the negative experiences they went on to narrate to us, most survivors thought that after 
family, the police were the best people to approach for help. But the persistence of the 
views, even among a small number, that domestic violence is a family matter and should not 
be shared; or that it is excusable if the perpetrator is drunk or stressed, is worth noting.  

 

Fig 2.1: Which of these actions do you think is/constitutes domestic violence?  

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

55 

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

57 

Forcing/coercing someone to have sex 55 

Criticising a person on a regular basis 59 

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

55 

Threatening (a person) with weapons 57 

Depriving (a person) from holding money for personal spending 58 

Keeping your jewellery or not giving household money 58 

Not letting a woman see her family or friends 57 

Holding the children hostage against the victim’s right to complaint  58 

Calling names and other verbal abuse 59 

Total responses 59 
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Fig 2.2 Which of these statements do you think are true/believe to be correct?  

DV is a criminal act and should be punished by the criminal law 49 

DV is a family matter that should be kept within the family 7 

Victims of DV have the right to protection from local authorities or the police 54 

Perpetrators of DV should be arrested and dealt with by the criminal law 46 

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

55 

DV is excusable if the perpetrator is drunk 5 

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

7 

Children witnessing DV are also victims  57 

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

13 

Legal intervention can stop the violence 48 

Total responses 59 

 

Fig 2.3: What should a victim of domestic violence do if they’re suffering from DV? 

Do nothing 1 

Keep the violence a secret from family and friends  3 

Seek help from parents 53 

Seek help from relatives or friends 50 

Seek help from a health provider 25 

Seek help from the police 45 

Seek help from the village/commune chief or local authority 31 

Seek help from a lawyer or court 26 

Seek help from the Protection Officer 15 

Seek help from NGOs 20 

Seek help from the employer 7 

Don't know 2 

Other 14 

Total responses 58 

 

On further probing, survivors expressed the view that where a person seeks help depends 
on their situation and comfort level, but two survivors expressed their concern that those 
confidants would in turn abuse or exploit the survivors with their knowledge of the 
situation. One person stated that counselling was important in domestic violence cases and 
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“everyone in the affected family should go to counselling.”5 The 181 helpline was cited by 
several survivors and non-specialist government offices such as the Human Rights 
Commission and Collector’s Office were also mentioned. The One Stop Centre and the Social 
Welfare Department were mentioned by one survivor each.  Religious leaders, the Church, 
Jesus and God were important sources of succour to several survivors.  

If a friend or family member told you they were experiencing domestic violence, what 
advice would you give them?  

A small number of survivors were so dispirited that they felt they were in no position to 
advise another woman suffering domestic violence.  A surprising number felt that women 
should keep the experience to themselves, adjust and find a way to reconcile and live with 
the abusive husband and family.  One said she would advise the victim to look at both sides 
of the relationship and another said, “If the women members of the family are good then 
only the family will be good.”  

Happily, the vast majority felt moved to respond to the experience of others. One outlined a 
process in which “initially connects with their story and she shares the resources and 
connects people, checks up on them and advises [them] to take help.”   Guiding people but 
not forcing a decision was the way to go while it was also important to say what they should 
not do, such as attempt suicide. Speaking to parents and getting families to mediate was the 
first measure for a few survivors. But this might be followed by going to the police if it does 
not work, and for a couple of survivors, to the Jamaat.  A couple of survivors suggested that 
others in their situation might go to the Protection Officer or Social Welfare Department for 
help.  The helpline 181 was mentioned by a few survivors.  Survivors who had benefited 
from NGO assistance also recommended them as a resource and a source of support. A few 
interviewees commended the power of prayer: “God will solve your problems even if 
humans don’t.” 

Finally, several survivors urged others to be brave and fight back They must escape and live 
violence-free lives. They should live separately and support themselves and their children, 
even if it is by washing vessels. If they are educated, they must seek a job and become 
financially independent.  They must show the world that “women can live well on their 
own.” 

COMMUNITY MEMBERS 

Most of the community members we interviewed had a crystal-clear understanding of what 
constituted domestic violence, their views by and large mirroring the expansive 
understanding expressed by the law.    They identified domestic violence as being not just 
the physical violence against a woman but also verbal, psychological, emotional, sexual and 
financial. It also takes the form of curbs on their choices and behaviour (such as what they 
wear). Isolation, suspicion and emotional blackmail came up in answers to other questions. 
The domination of women by men is violence. It might be perpetrated by a host of actors—

 
5 A word about unattributed quotations in this report: These are drawn from the field teams notes in KOBO 
and may or may not be verbatim, but just their representation of what was said. They are quoted however, 
because they capture a particular thought well.  
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husband, in-laws or parents.   Beyond this, “everyone has dignity,” and anything that curbs 
an individual’s rights is violence, including the deprivation of basic necessities.  

Fig 2.4: Which of these actions do you think is/constitutes domestic violence?  

Spanking, punching, slapping, etc. that does not lead to getting wounded 27 

Spanking, punching, slapping, etc. that leads to getting wounded 29 

Forcing/coercing someone to have sex 24 

Criticising a person on a regular basis 24 

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

24 

Threatening (a person) with weapons 30 

Depriving (a person) from holding money for personal spending 25 

Keeping your jewelry or not giving household money 27 

Not letting a woman see her family or friends 25 

Holding the children hostage against the victim’s right to complaint  28 

Calling names and other verbal abuse 26 

Total responses 30 

 

Fig 2.5: In your view, who are the 
most common victims of Domestic 
Violence? 

Women  27 

Children 1 

Others 2 

Total  30 

 

 

 

 

Fig 2.6: Who is most likely 
to commit domestic 
violence against women? 

Husband 29 

Mother-in-law 28 

Natal Family 5 

Other member of 
husband's family 

17 

Extended family 3 

Other 6 

Total responses 30 
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Why do you think women experience Domestic Violence?  

The community members we interviewed had very clear ideas about why domestic violence 
occurs.  

A third of them explicitly identified patriarchal structures and cultures as the cause, saying 
that society is structured in a way that men dominate women. “The culture itself is like that. 
It’s in our practice itself.” “People go to the temple and worship a woman goddess and 
come back home and abuse women.” Physical and emotional violence maintain men’s 
domination over women, and in turn, women are violent towards children. Women 
experience violence because they are the dependent gender and if they come from 
considerably weaker backgrounds (economically, socially, orphaned or estranged from their 
parents by marrying against their wishes) or are married at a very early age, they are more 
vulnerable. Dowry violence was mentioned once. Marginalised in their families, women 
lavish their attention on their sons and when the sons marry, perpetuate the cycle of 
violence in their resentment of their daughters-in-law. Patriarchal values lead the abusive 
husband’s family to support him regardless of his habits and behaviour. 

A few interviewees blamed the nature of the relationship between husband and wife. Love 
marriages against a natal family’s wishes create one set of vulnerabilities but if a man is 
married to a woman he does not like, “he will abuse her and expect her to keep quiet and 
be a slave no matter what.” If there is no understanding or mutual respect in a couple, there 
will be violence. Financial troubles, including where the wife supports the family outside the 
patriarchal norm, precipitate violence. Violence was also blamed on anger.  

Women were blamed by a small number for bringing on violence through their disregard for 
elders’ opinions and rudeness. One person estimated that 70% of domestic violence victims 
are women but 30% are men. Violence affects the whole family, one female interviewee 
said, but “a few vengeful women” misuse the law.  

Alcohol and other addictions were also blamed for causing violence (with one person 
estimating that alcohol was the cause 80% of the time), as was “western culture.” “Women 
want to dress and lead a modern lifestyle. When that clashes with the traditional 
community, violence occurs.” The mobile phone and social media were blamed by one 
person.  

We also asked, in another part of our interview session, what people thought made families 
and individuals abusive or violent. The same themes were reflected in those answers. 
Patriarchal culture was responsible for the belief that women should be submissive and for 
the privilege and domination enjoyed by men. It garnered support for abusers even when 
the family knew they were wrong. People grow up in this toxic environment where abusive 
behaviour is normalised. Girls and women are not important. Ego, greed and substance 
abuse fuel abusive behaviour condoned by a patriarchal mindset. A few interviewees felt 
that women’s attitudes and actions triggered violence; these “infuriate the husband and the 
in-laws” and “push men to the edge.” Individual stress, work pressure and sexual 
dissatisfaction as well as an absence of mutual understanding makes individuals behave 
violently. Other factors that were mentioned: men’s extra-marital affairs and lack of 
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awareness of the domestic violence law. Finally, a few interviewees spoke about alcohol 
abuse which lurks in the discourse around domestic violence in India. They were clear that 
while alcohol and substance abuse fueled abuse but said that “men will end the 
conversation by saying they spoke or did it [abuse] because of alcohol.” One interviewee 
summed it up by saying that men will use violence to express past discontents when the 
opportunity for violence arises.  

Impact of Domestic Violence  

On victim-survivors 

In one interviewee’s perfect summary, “women undergo physical and emotional trauma and 
are financially impacted” by experiencing domestic violence. When she leaves or if her 
husband dies or leaves her, she is burdened with family responsibilities that she may not be 
prepared for. Scarred psychologically, victims of domestic violence become depressed and 
may be suicidal. They lose confidence and feel worthless. The stigma of living alone is so 

great (“vaazhavetti” or one whose life is truncated) that women put up with abuse and 
virtual slavery. The mental trauma of abuse sometimes finds expression in physical 
problems.  

On witnesses 

All thirty persons interviewed in this category agreed that children were most affected when 
they witnessed domestic violence. The impact is mainly emotional and mental. Witnessing a 
violent authority figure and a submissive mother makes children fearful and unable to trust 
either. When their parents are unlike those they see on TV ads, they are emotionally 
broken, said one interviewee. Children learn violent behaviour by watching domestic 
violence. “Children who witnessed DV go on to become a future victim or a perpetrator,” 
said one person. “When children witness violence it is ingrained in their minds;” sons take 
after fathers and become abusers whereas daughters learn to become submissive like their 
mothers. Children become withdrawn and anxious.  

The education of children is badly affected whether they are in the location where abuse is 
happening or they have left. In small homes, they are witnesses to everyday abuse. There 
may be no one to supervise their homework or to care about them. They learn the language 
of abuse. They bring their experience to school. When they move with their mothers, their 
schooling is disrupted.  
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Fig 2.7: Which of these statements do you believe to be correct? 

DV is a criminal act and should be punished by the criminal law 22 

DV is a family matter that should be kept within the family 10 

Victims of DV have the right to protection from local authorities or the 
police 

24 

Perpetrators of DV should be arrested and dealt with by the criminal 
law 

17 

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

27 

DV is excusable if the perpetrator is drunk 6 

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

12 

Children witnessing DV are also victims  30 

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

11 

Legal intervention can stop the violence 20 

Total responses 30 

Domestic violence prevention 

Domestic violence cannot be completely prevented, was 
the view of three interviewees. Most others were more 
optimistic. As long as men and women both harbour an 
ego, domestic violence will happen, we were told. Another 
person said, “Only when the men understand and they 
themselves want to stop being abusive, only then violence 
would reduce.” 

One interviewee said, “50% of the incidents of domestic violence can be stopped by the law 
but individuals should and must change for domestic violence to stop.” Another said that 
legal intervention can stop the violence to the extent that people fear the law, but for that 
people should know about the law and the law should reach them where they are.  

The majority felt that greater awareness was the key. Gender equality education introduced 
in schools would change the upcoming generation and reduce the propensity to violence. 
Sex education and gender violence sensitisation must also be imparted. Individual mindsets 
needed to change and NGOs should engage more in this work. One person suggested, 
“proper counselling, spirituality of body education. teaching the young boys how to treat a 
girl” awareness programmes must be conducted by the government. Rather than social 
media activism, people should learn about bystander intervention.  
 
Some interviewees placed their faith in communication, mediation and counselling. One felt 
these efforts should be oriented towards reconciliation and not separation. The first step 
however, was for the couple to speak with each other. On the question of mediation, there 
was confidence in various approaches: approaching the “family members of the Jamaat;” 
reminiscing about the life lived by ancestors; daughter-in-law and mother-in-law should care 
for each other as their own; both families should talk openly.  

Fig 2.8: Do you think 
domestic violence can be 
prevented? 

Yes 24 

No 3 

Cannot say 3 

Total  30 
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Finally, domestic violence was blamed on mobile phones and access to alcohol through 
TASMAC outlets, both of which should be restricted.  

Is there ever a situation/circumstance when a woman should stay in an abusive/violent 
relationship? If so, why? 

Despite their nuanced understanding of domestic violence and the law, more than two-
thirds of the community members we interviewed were able to justify women staying in 
abusive or violent relationships. Woven into their justifications were hitherto unexpressed 
understandings of the causes of violence. That they felt they could not say this things in 
answer to the question on why domestic violence occurs is in itself indicative of how they 
have internalised contradictory private norms (acceptance of violence) and public norms 
(violence is wrong).   

The word ‘adjust’ made its appearance several times: women should adjust, couples should 
adjust. The main rationale stated was the welfare of the family and children. Children would 
want to live with both parents and that should be paramount. One person also mentioned 
‘societal image.’ This was underscored by the view that women would not leave a 
relationship without trying to salvage it. 

However, it was also suggested that women file for divorce citing “trivial” and “resolvable” 
causes like snoring, not wishing to live in a village, economic troubles or the spitting habit. 
Women do not want to live with in-laws, it was said. “When ladies have high expectations 
for their married life and when they are not met, they will try to come out. But that should 
not happen. The woman should adjust and should not leave the relationship when their 
expectations have not been met,’ was one of the views expressed.  

When faced with verbal abuse, at least three interviewees advised that the woman should 
remain calm and silent. “No husband will hit their wife on unwanted reasons, the wife also 
plays a major role in physical violence. When the husband beats the wife, the wife should 
stay calm instead of fighting back or raising their voice. A time gap should be provided for 
men to cool their anger and then reconcile. They should not immediately get out of the 
relationship or marriage.” 

It was suggested that there is an appropriate threshold up until which women should bear 
the violence in the interest of their children. Verbal abuse was to be borne. “When 
subjected to hunger (denied 3 square meals), injurious physical abuse to life and physical 
abilities, the wife should leave the relationship.” Brutal violence is the threshold at which a 
woman might justifiably leave.  

One person stated that while there was no circumstance in which a woman should stay in 
an abusive situation, the decision should be the woman’s and she should not be shamed for 
it either way.  
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SUPPORT SERVICE PROVIDERS 
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Fig 2.9: Which of these actions do 
you think is/constitutes domestic 
violence?  

      

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

12 15 12 12 8 59 

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

12 15 12 12 9 60 

Forcing/coercing someone to have 
sex 

12 15 12 11 7 57 

Criticising a person on a regular 
basis 

12 15 10 12 8 57 

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

12 15 12 12 8 59 

Threatening (a person) with 
weapons 

12 15 12 12 9 60 

Depriving (a person) from holding 
money for personal spending 

12 15 10 12 8 57 

Keeping your jewelry or not giving 
household money 

12 15 9 12 9 57 

Not letting a woman see her 
family or friends 

12 15 11 12 8 58 

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

12 15 11 12 9 59 

Calling names and other verbal 
abuse 

12 14 11 12 9 58 
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Fig 2.10: Which of these 
statements do you think are 
true/believe to be correct? 

      

DV is a criminal act and should be 
punished by the criminal law 

8 11 10 5 4 38 

DV is a family matter that should 
be kept within the family 

0 1 3 0 0 4 

Victims of DV have the right to 
protection from local authorities 
or the police 

11 15 12 7 9 54 

Perpetrators of DV should be 
arrested and dealt with by the 
criminal law 

8 7 8 6 5 34 

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

11 15 10 7 9 52 

DV is excusable if the perpetrator 
is drunk 

0 2 0 1 0 3 

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

0 3 1 3 1 8 

Children witnessing DV are also 
victims  

12 15 12 7 9 55 

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

1 5 3 3 1 13 

Legal intervention can stop the 
violence 

11 15 10 8 7 51 

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

0   1  1 
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Fig 2.11: What should a victim of 
domestic violence do if they’re 
suffering from DV?  

      

Do nothing 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Keep the violence a secret from 
family and friends  

0 0 0 0 0 0 

Seek help from parents 11 15 12 12 9 59 

Seek help from relatives or friends 11 15 10 12 9 57 

Seek help from a health provider 9 12 12 5 6 44 

Seek help from the police 12 15 11 8 9 55 

Seek help from the 
village/commune chief or local 
authority 

11 11 6 6 9 43 

Seek help from a lawyer or court 9 12 8 11 8 48 

Seek help from Protection officer  7 14 1 10 6 38 

Seek help from NGOs  12 9 6 4 4 35 

Seek help from the employer 2 3 0 1 0 6 

Don't know 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Other  1 3 5 2 0 11  
      

 

COMPARATIVE OBSERVATIONS 

Given the appalling findings of every round of the National Family Health Survey, one might 
presume that awareness of what constitutes domestic violence, especially as defined by 
law, must be very poor. However, the two categories of interviewees that may be said to 
make up the ‘general public’—survivors and community members—have an excellent 
understanding of this. They understand exactly what kinds of behaviour constitute domestic 
violence.  

Interestingly, while survivors and community members have a similar understanding of 
what domestic violence is, they differ on questions relating to blame and punishment. More 
community members than survivors made allowances for perpetrators. Most revealing is 
that support service providers are generally more conservative than the community or 
survivors, which raises many questions about what we can expect from them when we are 
in distress.  
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Fig 2.12: Which of these statements do you 
think are true/believe to be correct?  

Survivors 
(59) 

Community 
Members 

(30) 

Support 
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 community 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. 

- - - - 1 1.6 

Total responses 59  30  62  
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The picture that emerges is that of a society regretful of violence but ambivalent about 
taking action to stop it. In seeing it as inevitable, in accepting excuses for it and in the 
hesitation to impose a formal punishment, society—the victim’s immediate community and 
beyond—effectively endorses domestic violence as normal.  

This is borne out by the answers given by community members to the question of whether 
there is ever a circumstance in which a woman should stay in an abusive relationship. More 
than 2/3rds of those we interviewed justified women staying back for the sake of family and 
children. In their answers, they advised adjustment, not speaking about the violence to 
outsiders and bearing as much as they could. The notion of an acceptable threshold for 
violence, until which point it should be borne, was expressed, which is later echoed by 
survivors too. Another version of this was the idea that there could be trivial reasons for 
leaving.  

Service providers, through their professional training and/or exposure, acquire slightly 
different viewpoints. But the contrast between survivors’ and community members’ 
responses suggests that it takes the actual experience of abuse to unsettle deeply rooted 
cultural ideas about violence and relationships. Until then, the world outside the abusive 
home cannot possibly inspire confidence in someone who is already being battered, 
undermined and isolated. More crucially, the contrast means that when a survivor finally 
reaches out for help, she is very likely to hear that she has not borne enough or that 
violence is normal. In other words, she is likely to step into an unwelcoming and reluctant, if 
not hostile, support ecosystem.  
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SUMMARY NOTES 

• Survivors of domestic violence understood clearly that beyond physical violence, sexual, 
emotional, verbal and economic abuse constituted domestic violence. The majority were 
agreed that women who experience violence should tell somebody and seek help. 
Almost all of them were also in no doubt that they had a right to protection, that legal 
intervention would help and that perpetrators should be punished.   

• Community members agreed with these views. Further, they believed that domestic 
violence is committed because of cultural factors, interpersonal misunderstandings and 
alcohol abuse. A small number thought women provoked violence. Many of them 
believed that women should and would put up with the violence up to a certain 
threshold of cruelty or affecting children, before leaving.  

• Support service providers largely agreed with an inclusive definition of domestic 
violence, but were less sure about whether it was a criminal office and the perpetrator 
should be punished.  

• We see thus that while society’s understanding of domestic violence has broadened, the 
a significant percentage believe that it is to be expected in relationships and are 
ambivalent about how best to respond. A survivor therefore steps out of an abusive 
situation into a support ecosystem that may or may not validate her experience.  
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Rural survivor, 37, Backward Caste 

[Her mother-in-law and husband discuss her death in her presence.] 

“I had problem with my mother-in-law and I consumed ‘kundu mani’ (rosary peas) 
and I was admitted in hospital. When the police asked, I lied it was a family problem. 
After that only they (counsellors) called me. 

…My husband thinks it would be better if I die. He said, ‘You won’t die if you eat it 
whole, instead break and eat, only then would you die. 

…They are not letting me come to their house, my husband’s house…  it would be my 
mother-in-law’s doing. My husband would scold and beat but would never ask me to 
leave the house. He asks me to stay only but he doesn’t control his mother as much 
as he controls me… then how can I stay there? Since he doesn’t control her, she has 
started torturing me. 

I don’t fear my husband but I am afraid of my mother-in-law. She has even asked my 
husband, ‘She isn’t giving you a divorce. Shall we kill her?’ To which my husband has 
said, “No ma, we shouldn’t commit another sin (paavam) – we have already done 
one…’ He has stopped her otherwise she would have killed me by now. She is trying 
to do black magic (seivinai) on me– that is how things are going.” 

[She went on to say that she cooks separately and would be afraid to eat in that 
house because her husband and parents-in-law beat their daughter to death for 
being in love with someone.] 

(Edited translation of interview recording)
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3. THE EXPERIENCE OF VIOLENCE 

 

THE SOCIAL CONTEXT OF VIOLENCE 

Gender-based violence happens in a social and cultural context. Project researchers spoke 
to ten members of the local community in each district (see the Appendices at the end for 
profiles of those interviewed) and asked them to tell us their assessment of the status of 
women and prevalence of abuse in their community (where community was understood to 
be their widest social circles). 

Women have better access to education than 
before and some women are given “full freedom” 
by their families. Muslim women are protected 
and receive more respect than other women, we 
were told. “Families should keep a constant eye 
out in the girl’s life and must nurture friendly, 
open conversations rather than imposing a 
military authority on them.” 

Everyday however, women face challenges in every setting. “They are stuck in a circle,” said 
one interviewee. From street sexual harassment especially around liquor shops to abuse by 
drunken husbands; the stigma surrounding widowhood and commodification through the 
practice of dowry, to the many restrictions placed on them in the context of personal 
choice, mobility and work, there are ways in which women’s status has not changed very 
much over time. Domination by men is unchanged and women are still unaware of their 
rights. Women’s dependence on men continues. Facing abuse, they still hesitate to accept 
that it is violence, saying it is a “family matter,” and that wherever they go, they must after 
all return to the abusive home.  

One person put this in broader structural perspective 
speaking of poverty. Education and health care are both 
commercialised whereas incomes have not risen. 
Husbands become abusive or abandon their families, 
leaving women and children to suffer.  

A small number of interviewees felt that the necessity of 
running the home on a diminished income enhanced 
women’s involvement and importance. Some women 

started small businesses. Family and marital relationships improved with TASMAC shops 
being closed during the lockdown.  

A few individuals felt that the status of women has always been the same. However, the 
pandemic brought financial problems and loan sharks took advantage of that. One person 
said, “There was no abuse during COVID. People were afraid for their lives.” 

Fig 3.1 How would you describe the 
status of women in your community? 

Bad/ Usually unequal 9 

Very bad/ Oppressive 3 

Depends on the family 8 

Good/ Mostly equal 9 

Very good/ Equal 1 

Total responses 30 

Fig 3.2 Has the status of 
women in your community 
changed since the pandemic in 
your community?  

Deteriorated 12 

It has not changed 4 

Improved 14 

Total 30 
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Most, however, took a more pessimistic view. Close confinement increased tensions in the 
household that were exacerbated by financial distress. While the TASMAC outlets were 
closed, arrack consumption increased. People lost their livelihoods and those dependent on 
agricultural and casual labour work were unemployed. Factories closed. “The work burden 
faced by everyone increased during the lockdown and that burden was expressed as a form 
of violence—domestic violence in the case of men.”   
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SURVIVORS’ EXPERIENCES OF VIOLENCE 

In our interviews with survivors, we asked questions to better build a picture of who 
perpetrates violence, in what circumstances and what kinds of violence are perpetrated. 

Fig 3.3 Who is the perpetrator of the violence? 

Husband 57 

Mother-in-law 26 

Father-in-law 12 

Sister-in-law 16 

Brother-in-law 9 

Biological Mother 1 

Biological Father 1 

Other relatives of the household, specify 6 

Other non-relatives of the household, 
specify 

0 

Others not living in the same household, 
specify  

0 

Other 8 

Total responses 61 

 

Other perpetrators of violence included intimate partners, natal (maternal uncle) and 
marital relatives (father-in-law, sister-in-law’s husband, co-sisters) and women in 
relationships with the spouse. The violence was mostly physical but sexual in one instance 
and economic in another.  

Why survivors think they are subjected to violence 

It was difficult for the survivors to analyse why they had experienced violence and they by 
and large simply recounted the circumstances in which the violence had begun. The 
rationale (or rationalisation) for violence appeared to be tacit in the description of the kind 
of violence they had experienced. In their responses there was a sameness in the quotidian 
detail—lack of support and the intertwining of many ‘causes’, for instance—while at the 
same time distinct themes emerged from the descriptions we heard. It is hard to 
disentangle the various factors that seem to provoke violence to say this or that is most 
common.  

• Interpersonal factors: If for one survivor, her lack of sexual experience was an 
provocative issue leading to marital rape, for another, her pre-marital sexual history 
with the husband seems to have pre-disposed him to abuse. She became pregnant and 
her neighbours forced him to marry her. In one case, the husband stalked her till she 
married him so he abused her to avenge her having ignored him in the past. Suspicion—
of the survivor’s every action (dressing well) and interaction (including work)—was said 
to be another reason why husbands became abusive.  
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• Family dynamic: From the point of view of several survivors, inasmuch as the husband 
was the primary perpetrator of abuse, his family egged on the abuse or at minimum, 
ignored it. One survivor was asked to leave the house soon after the wedding. A few 
were abused by several members of their marital household and one or two by a single 
person other than the husband. Mothers-in-law were described as ‘cunning and money-
minded’ and manipulative. When the couple had eloped to marry, there was abuse from 
the family. In a couple of instances, the husband’s brother was the main abuser—
inflicting physical abuse on the brother’s family. In one case, the survivor’s mother urged 
her in-lase to “be strict” with her, enabling abuse and leaving her without recourse. 

• Alcohol and other addiction: Survivors often attributed the abuse to the consumption of 
alcohol. They did not know of the spouse’s addictions at the time of marriage. In some 
accounts, the in-laws, especially the mother-in-law, are said to be enabling the addiction 
by giving the husband money and taking his side when abuse occurs.  

• The husband’s extra-marital affairs: Several of the husbands were promiscuous. Their 
promiscuity and affairs were seen both as abuse and as explanation for abuse. A few 
were having affairs, one with his sister-in-law with the support of his parents. A couple 
of survivors discovered their husbands were communicating (maybe sexting) with other 
women over the phone. Others said their husbands compared them to other women—
including in one case, her niece—during intercourse. Being held accountable for this 
behaviour provoked them to abuse their wives.  

• Pregnancy and childbirth: While abuse began during pregnancy in a few instances, 
survivors made the connection in other ways—miscarriage, the birth of children with 
disabilities, the death of a new-born and the failure to get pregnant. In one instance, the 
pregnancy was a catalyst not just for abuse but also an extra-marital affair.  

• Greed: Dowry demands continued after marriage in one case when the survivor was 
asked to give all her jewels to their niece. One survivor felt her husband and in-laws 
were exploiting her economically; they were only caring when they were in financial 
need. Another survivor spoke of having been cheated and lost money, after which her 
husband taunted and abused her.  

The expectation that a woman will bear and “adjust to” abuse was implicit in these 
descriptions. One survivor attributed abuse to the ‘mental mindset’ of the perpetrator—as 
the breadwinner, he had control and power over everyone.  

Attempts to end the violence 

About a third of the survivors said they had tried to speak to their abusive spouses to little 
avail.  

Where the husband was in an extra-marital relationship, this took the form of persuading 
him to return or at least support his spouse and children. Survivors reasoned, begged and 
threatened suicide. With husbands who were substance or alcohol abusers, survivors said 
they waited for the intoxication to wear off. One said her husband would ask if indeed he 
did all that but nothing changed. A few pinned their hopes on counselling and de-addiction 
programmes. In one instance, confronting the husband brought on a confession that he had 
another relationship and family he was responsible for. 
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Several reached out to natal and marital families for mediation. In a couple of cases, they 
too were intimidated and hesitant to intervene. In the case of abuse by the mother-in-law 
and others in the marital family, telling the husband only elicited the advice that she should 
adjust and stay there. Where the couple had eloped, the survivor had neither the support of 
natal nor marital families. 

In some cases, after moving away to a separate household, with or without the husband, 
the survivor and her children have moved back, unable to manage on their own. In one 
instance, the survivor asked the abusive husband to move out while she lived with his 
family.  

Only one person said she was trying manage expenses and take care of the children on her 
own.  

Outcomes 

Survivor responses suggest that in the preponderant number of cases, the situation 
worsened when the survivor attempted to ameliorate it in any way. We recorded 51 
responses to this question and there were only four in which there was any kind of 
improvement—including one case where the abuser died. In the other three instances, one 
survivor left, the other got a divorce (but returned to the abuser anyway) and the violence 
reduced a little. Essentially, among these too, only one was unequivocally an improvement. 

From the other 47 accounts, it would seem that the best outcome of speaking out was ‘no 
change’ in the intensity, nature or frequency of abuse. Verbal, emotional, economic and 
physical abuse continued. Where the husband’s extra-marital affair was the main issue, the 
husband refused to leave the other woman. Where the survivor left the marital home or 
involved her natal family, the abuse increased with each departure and return.   

Speaking out and seeking help seems also to have exacerbated financial demands on the 
survivor. Survivors faced demands for dowry, money and jewellery. One spouse gave up his 
job, leaving the burden of the household to the survivor. Debt became another reason to 
taunt the survivor.  

Fig 3.4: Locations for violence 

While we associate domestic violence with the confines of a 
residence, violence within domestic relationships also takes 
place at the workplace, in public spaces like bus-stops, 
airports, on flights and in front of neighbours and others on 
the road and at the entrance of the residence. In domestic 
violence, it is the relationship that is domestic and not the 
location where the violence takes place.  

 

 

At home – kitchen 21 

At home – bedroom  42 

At home -  living room 60 

On the street 35 

In the car 1 

Elsewhere 4 

Other 1 

Total responses 60 
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Types of violence experienced by survivors 

Fig 3.5: Physical   

Beating 57 

Burning with hot objects 4 

Stalking 17 

Shoving 50 

Throwing hot water on you 2 

Acid attack 1 

Pinching 15 

Kerosene burning 2 

Pushing out of the house 38 

Other 20 

Total responses 59 

 

Explicating the choice of ‘other,’ survivors described brutal acts of violence: having their 
heads smashed into walls, death threats to hang them from trees, breaking the bones of the 
head and hands. Apart from fractures and blood injuries, they have suffered having their 
hair pulled, being slapped, having someone stamp on their chest and having their clothes 
burnt. Survivors also reported being threatened with sharp objects like screwdrivers and 
knives, as well as electric shock. They have been hit with slippers, broomsticks and iron rods. 
One was beaten during her pregnancy, so much that her teeth broke and her mouth was 
bleeding.  Another had hot coffee thrown at her, her neck crushed by his hands and feet. 
She developed spinal cord injuries. Women have survived having their faces scratched; hot 
rice thrown at them; being choked; being starved. They have been tortured in an 
unimaginable variety of ways, even during pregnancy.  

Fig 3.6: Sexual 

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

2 

Forced sex 23 

Other 5 

Total responses 25 

 

For the survivors we met, sexual violence was not the most common kind of violence they 
experienced. But those who did experience it also reported experiencing forced sex as 
punishment by a suspicious husband who also “checked her private parts trying to pick up 
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the scent of another man.” One survivor who did not enjoy sex with her husband said he 
forced himself on her when he was drunk so that their relationship was always rape and not 
consensual. At the same time, one survivor was forced to watch her husband have sex with 
other women in front of her. Survivors have been scratched, beaten in their private parts 
and “put through unspeakable acts to conceive a baby boy.” For one survivor, sexual abuse 
took the form of denial of sexual intimacy with her husband. 

Fig 3.7: Verbal 

Shouting 60 

Constant criticism 57 

Cursing 58 

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

27 

Abusive text messages/ images 7 

Other 4 

Total responses 60 

 

Verbal violence took the form of hurtful abuses and taunts. 

Fig 3.8: Emotional 

Suspicion and possessiveness  32 

Isolation 31 

Stopping you from visiting your parental 
family  

29 

Stopping you from going outside  34 

Stopping you from leaving the house  30 

Not allowing your biological family to visit  28 

Emotional blackmail 42 

Comparison with other women, including 
female friends/colleagues/relatives  

21 

Threatening to separate you from your 
children  

27 

Checking call logs and message on your 
phone  

8 

Harming pets in order to intimidate you  1 

Other 13 

Total responses 58 

 

For several survivors, the violence they experienced was the betrayal represented by the 
extra-marital affairs of their husbands, a couple of whom would also compare them to other 
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women. Some were not permitted to speak even to members of the husband’s family and 
they were not allowed to live separately from the joint family. Isolating themselves from the 
survivor and their children or stopping her from visiting her family saying she would return 
spoiling for a fight or being unwilling to socialise with either family, were all emotional 
abuse experienced by the survivors we met. Talking back when abused was prohibited. One 
survivor said her children had been kidnapped by her marital family. In general, they lived 
with the diktat: “If I speak out, I am a bad person. If my husband asks me to drink poison, I 
must. That makes me a good wife. I must not question him.”  

Fig 3.9 Economic 

Withdrawing financial support  47 

Taking your money 43 

Not allowing you to go out to work  33 

Taking away your money and jewellery  38 

Other 10 

Total responses 56 

 

The economic abuse faced by survivors was nothing short of extortion with the threat or use 
of brutal physical violence in order to obtain their jewels, more dowry or money. Abusers 
took away their ATM cards, threatened to break their laptop (livelihood) and took loans in 
their name from their salary account.  

Duration and impact of violence 

Fig 3.10: How long did you or have you experienced violence?   

Over the last 1 year  5 

1-2 years 12 

3-4 years  7 

5-6 years 11 

7-8 years  8 

9-10 years  8 

11-15 years  5 

16-20 years 4 

Total responses 60 
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Fig 3.11: What has been the impact of the violence on you?   

Missed days at work 14 

Lost income 26 

Had to go to medical centre/hospital  42 

Children had to miss school 22 

Angry 47 

Anxious, fearful, or depressed  58 

Unable to sleep 48 

Lost weight/physical illness  33 

Physically impaired 1 

Drinking addiction 0 

Feeling suicidal 31 

Feeling 
ashamed/embarrassed/detached/abandoned  

57 

Divorce/Separation  39 

Other 20 

Total responses 60 

 

While mental health impact was most commonly reported—depression, stress, guilt, fear, 
anxiety, inability to trust and suicidal tendencies—there were also psychosomatic effects of 
experiencing violence such as headaches, weight gain, difficulty getting pregnant and loss of 
appetite. In addition, survivors suffered miscarriages and forced abortions (Note: In Tamil 
Nadu, the word abortion is sometimes used interchangeably with miscarriage). Survivors 
reported ulcer problems, burn injuries and diabetes as well. One survivor lost her children.  

The Impact of the violence on children, including when it resulted in either their separation 
from her or from their father, contributes to the trauma survivors experience. 

Over and above this, one survivor mentioned the loss of her jewels and money.  
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WAYS OF COPING 

Safe Spaces 

Living in abusive relationships, are there still spaces where women feel safe? Predictably, 
most interviewees named their parental homes as their safe havens—being with members 
of their natal family, mostly parents but also siblings and cousins. Most unsafe, typically, 
were their marital homes in the presence of their in-laws.  

A few of them said they felt safe when they were with their children in their own home—
without the abuser. One said she felt secure “when she hugged her child and slept.” More 
than a particular location or hour, it was the absence of the abuser that made a space or 
time of day feel safe.  

A small number of women said they felt safe with their husbands when living with them in a 
nuclear household. Another small group said their husbands were protective and supportive 
in certain circumstances—when not drunk or when not having an affair.  

A few women felt safe at their workplace. Their absorption in their work refreshed them. 
One said she felt confident that her colleagues would support her. NGOs, especially those 
that specialise in survivor services, were also mentioned as safe spaces.  

Sadly, for about six of the 53 women who answered this question, no space felt safe from 
abuse. In the maternal home too, there was abuse and in one case, a history of domestic 
abuse in the family. Further, there was the fear that her husband would come searching for 
her and hurt her family. One survivor said she was her own and her only protector. 

Avoiding abuse 

About half the survivors interviewed said they would keep quiet, not talk back and stay 
calm. A couple said they would try to leave the place where abuse was likely. Resisting 
abuse (for instance, refusing to have sex the first time) would lead to other forms of abuse 
(verbal and physical). For a small number there would be a point of escalation at which they 
would react or respond but for most, any response would worsen the situation. Survivors 
described abusive interactions where just any reaction would serve as a provocation to 
worsen the abuse.  

A couple of survivors said that if they anticipated that the husband was going to come home 
drunk and therefore, likely to hit them, they would leave the house. One said she would 
hide objects with which she could be hit. One said she would not phone and speak with her 
family because that triggered violence. One would lock herself in her room 

Three survivors said their children would interfere and stop the abuse. Others said they 
would go to the police, borrow a phone and call their mother or go to their mother’s home. 
One said she would cry out loud so the neighbours could gather. Another said she would 
pray.  



50 
 

Eight of the survivors said they would talk back. One said she would not back down when 
verbally abused. Another would threaten self-harm, choking herself to death, and her 
husband would leave without further abuse. A couple of survivors said they would defend 
themselves or try to persuade her husband not to hit her.  One survivor said she would try 
to stop his blows and two said they would hit back. One said that if she hit him back, he 
would bite her hand.  

Escape plans 

Close to half the women interviewed had no escape plan in case of a violent situation. They 
might send the children away but their helplessness was clear, especially read together with 
their answers about remaining silent in the face of abuse. One survivor said God would have 
a plan for everything. One survivor said she would try to speak with her husband about his 
abuse when he was in a good mood but to no avail. 

A few survivors spoke about leaving either for their parents’ home or a shelter. One said she 
went to a shelter but her husband found her, beat her and brought her home. Another 
phoned her friend. One took shelter in church with her children. One simply left the house 
and was found sitting alone. A couple of survivors said they would shout out for help and 
one said she would record the incidents of abuse for evidence. Survivors looked forward 
hopefully to living separately from the family but that did not seem a likely prospect for 
some.  

For the most part, survivors seemed to feel as one put it, that this was their life and they 
just had to cope with it. Around them, domestic violence was a very common occurrence.  

Family awareness and support 

When natal families learn about the abuse survivors experience, they attempt to mediate. 
This is usually unsuccessful and often earns them abuse, both verbal and physical. 
Nonetheless natal families, mainly mothers but also fathers and siblings, provide emotional 
and material support to survivors whether they stay with their husbands or leave. Survivors 
find a home and financial support with natal relatives, and in some cases, they have also 
been able to get a divorce with their help. 

Marital families witness the abuse but often support and even instigate the abusers. In 
several cases, it is not the husband who is the primary abuser but other members of the 
marital family—parents-in-law, sisters and brothers-in-law and their spouses (“co-sisters,” in 
Tamil Nadu English parlance). In a couple of instances, even the children of the family are 
abusive. In short, support from this side is extremely rare though two survivors spoke of 
their mother-in-law and brother-in-law being helpful respectively. Even when the extended 
family knows, no one interferes for fear of being  

When neighbours and friends know, they might inform the natal family but rarely intervene. 
A few survivors said in so many words that they had no one to support them and that no 
one had helped them.  

Relationship status at present 
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Almost two-thirds of the survivors interviewed were separated from their abusers. Barely a 
couple are now divorced, and one got divorced and returned to her husband only to leave 
him again. Six are still in the relationship, one is living with her in-laws. One has left the joint 
family to live separately within the same compound. Two have been deserted by their 
husbands. Seven of the survivors are now widowed and one continues to suffer family 
violence. 
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SEEKING HELP 

Fig 3.12: Have you ever told anyone about the violence you have suffered?   

Yes 57 

No 4 

Total responses 61 

 

Fig 3.13 If yes, when did you first tell someone about the violence? How many months/ 
years within first experiencing violence?   

Within 24 hours  3 

within 1 week  1 

within 2 weeks  2 

within 1 month  9 

6 months later  13 

1 year later 12 

2 years later 3 

3 years later 1 

4 years later 1 

Over 5 years later  6 

Total responses 51 

 

Time to seek help 

A very small number of survivors immediately told a friend or a family member about abuse 
they had experienced. The socialisation for women to adjust to their circumstances 
uncomplainingly appears deep-rooted so that survivors did not, by and large, rush to share 
their experience with others. A small number said that they had chosen to accept their 
situation as it was; in other words, they did adjust. A few others suggested that others 
around them who knew of the violence normalised it so that sharing seemed pointless.  

Where the couple had eloped to marry, there was also hesitation to share. For one, it would 
seem their choice of partner was wrong after all and for another, they would be taunted for 
having eloped in the first place—as one semi-urban survivor experienced with the police. 
For very young brides too, it took a while to recognise their experience as abuse. – 

A significant number of survivors said they had delayed sharing their situation with their 
parents and siblings because they did not want to worry them. Their parents were ill; their 
sisters were in similar marriages; their economic condition was poor; or there were no men 
in their natal family—all these became reasons to withhold their reality. Underlying this, one 
can speculate, is the fear of disappointing the family or burdening them anew. Girls are 
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supposed to get married, go away and stop being a burden to their natal families. The 
reluctance to burden their natal families was an important factor in extending the silence.  

For others, it appeared there was a threshold of tolerance—they could take so much abuse 
and then it was suddenly too much. That threshold varied. For several survivors, it was the 
discovery of extra-marital relationships that the spouse would not give up. They reached out 
for help to family and police in the hope of breaking up those relationships but rarely 
succeeded. For others, it was an escalation of violence from verbal to physical abuse, or to 
especially brutal levels—in one case, a head injury. Indeed, if you consider the descriptions 
of violence experienced that are given in other sections, one must marvel at how much the 
human spirit can tolerate before a victim calls it unbearable.  

In a few cases, neighbours or other relatives informed the parents about the abuse. In one 
instance, escalating financial demands gave away what the survivor would not tell.  

Sharing is intensely emotional 

Speaking of domestic violence, survivors said it was traumatic to recollect the past and a few 
spoke of depression. Helplessness, sadness, dejection and worry were mentioned, and one 
person said she felt angry at her husband’s abandonment. One survivor who was now being 
abused by children she had helped raise said that it made her feel ashamed and 
embarrassed to share that. Indeed, a large number of survivors saying they felt ashamed 
and/ or embarrassed to share that they had been abused or that their husband was having 
an affair. This suggests that they had internalised blame for their experiences. 

Sharing itself is an emotional process. Survivors said they found it difficult and painful and 
that they cried and felt sad when they narrated their experiences.  

Expectations were low for a couple of survivors and they hoped merely for the relief of 
sharing and some comfort. Some survivors were fortunate to feel comforted and supported. 
One person said that by sharing she felt a burden released and she did not care if it brought 
about a change or not. Sharing reduced the trauma felt. A few said they felt safe once their 
families knew and stronger. 

A few others were less fortunate and received criticism and abuse when they shared and 
sought help. One said she was shamed and felt ashamed about her choices. One explicitly 
said sharing only caused her harm. One survivor whose initial sharing had not made any 
difference and who then suffered burn injuries at her abuser’s hands said her life was better 
after the burn scars—presumably because people now took her experience seriously.  

 

 

The help-seeking journey 

Fifty-two of the survivors responded to this question in their own ways. For well over half, 
help-seeking mainly involved their families but they were not uniformly supportive. Beyond 
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family circles, survivors appeared to reach out to whoever was most accessible to them. In 
reconstructing the help-seeking process, especially, this held true.  

For instance, for one survivor, prayer came first and she would speak with neighbours and 
friends to seek comfort. She did not go back to her family because she did not want to 
shame either her natal family or husband. She would reach out to the local Christian priest 
for consolation and counselling. But in all, it was her life and she had to live it no matter 
what. Several survivor responses list people they have approached for help: 

• One survivor said that after she sought help from her family members, she also 
complained to the All-Women Police Station, lawyer and Protection Officer. 

• One mentioned mediation in the family by relatives, including politicians within the 
families. They then approached the police, a lawyer and finally, the Protection 
Officer. 

• One survivor received great support from others in her village who asked her to 
escape from her husband and gave her shelter. She relied on a friend who helped 
her a great deal and through the local church, they attended an awareness event 
where they heard about the help given by an NGO. She also had family support. 

• When one survivor told her natal family about her experience, they asked her to call 
if she ‘faces anything critical.’ Her cousin and her ‘co-sister’ helped her to call the 
181 helpline. She has not gone to the police. 

• In one case, the survivor’s brother took her to the All-Women’s Police Station to file 
a complaint. Later, she read a newspaper article about an NGO and reached out to 
them for help.  

Neighbours played a role. One survivor first shared her experience with her neighbour and 
only reached out to her parents when her in-laws began to make financial demands. 
Another said that her neighbourhood in Bangalore was very supportive. Both ultimately 
went to their natal families for help.  

Survivor responses to this question suggest that going to the police was not very helpful. 
One person who went to the local All-Women Police Station said she was advised to live 
with her husband for the sake of the children. Her husband acted “like a good person” in 
front of them. Another said she approached the police when the beating got too severe to 
bear. One survivor went to the police seeking a separation but her sister-in-law mediated 
and got the couple to reconcile. The police helped one survivor regain custody of her child. 
In another case they helped her trace her husband who had eloped with another woman. 
He received a warning and had to give an undertaking to end the affair. Another survivor 
with the same problem was not as lucky.  

Lawyers were never the first place to which survivors went and only came in at the point 
when they sought a divorce.  

Survivors heard about and reached out to NGOs through friends, at awareness programmes 
or in the newspaper. We interviewed some survivors through the good offices of NGOs who 
had helped them. In these instances, the NGO was usually the final stop in the help journey.  



55 
 

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. Those who mentioned 
the Jamaat said they did not get much help. Christian survivors mentioned prayer as a 
source of succour and said they could share their troubles with the local pastor or with 
women in the congregation. As mentioned earlier, one woman connected with the NGO 
that would help her, through a church programme.    

Medical help was mentioned by one survivor seeking a de-addiction programme and, in 
another instance, the doctor directed the survivor to an NGO.  

Responses to sharing 

Family responses to survivor confidences about abuse varied. One survivor’s response is a 
summary: natal relatives often support leaving the abusive husband whereas his relatives 
normalise and justify the abuse.  

In the instances where the survivor had disregarded family wishes to marry, the first 
response was “I told you so” (“It was your choice to marry him, now suffer the 
consequences”). One survivor said her family wanted her to save her marriage despite the 
risk to her life. In general, though, the natal family usually attempted to mediate between 
the couple and to engage with the marital family. Invariably, this made no difference and, in 
some cases, earned them the ire and violence response of the abuser (one husband slashed 
his father-in-law with a knife). Parents, siblings, their spouses and cousins supported 
survivors by listening, urging them to leave the abusive situation and offering shelter and 
material support to them with their kids. However, a couple of survivors after a time 
returned to the husband and marital home.  

In-laws—the husband’s family—predictably supported their son.  

In contrast to the earlier question about their help-seeking journey, several survivors 
described their experience with the police, usually the All-Women Police Stations. Police 
response mainly involved warnings issued to the husband, which were disregarded. On one 
occasion, when the police visited their home for an enquiry, the in-laws tried to show that 
she was ill. Police advice is generally oriented towards family reconciliation, regardless of 
the survivor’s wishes. Where one woman felt dismissed by her mother and supported by the 
AWPS, another said that when she went to the police, they dismissed her by normalizing the 
abuse and sent her home.  

Survivors received a modicum of support and comfort from people around them. One said 
that villagers alert her when her husband is drunk and her sister and brother-in-law 
intervene to prevent abuse in their presence. Another survivor said that her husband’s 
supervisor at work supported her and made sure she was entitled to benefits. Strangers like 
him and neighbours would attempt to counsel the abuser. One survivor found her Jamaat 
nonchalant on the question of a husband’s extra-marital affair and another said that despite 
mediation by her relatives and the naattaamai (village elder), the husband was undeterred.  
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Elsewhere, some mentioned that they were taunted and the subject of gossip and 
gaslighting. One relative took care of the survivor but behind her back, said she was 
“characterless.” Another was abused and exploited by a man who had come to aid her and 
then married her. Another woman said that her friends, unable to help, asked her to stay in 
the relationship.  

Others in response asked how she lived alone and propositioned her. One survivor said that 
the panchayat president whom she approached for help propositioned her to become his 
mistress. 

One person that seeking help made her husband more abusive. Survivors were advised that 
they should be more adjusting; domestic violence is a small matter, in-laws and in one case, 
police told survivors. One family interestingly said that violent behaviour is to be expected 
since her husband was a police officer—an insight on the brutalising impact of this work 
(Ironically his department was very supportive). “Do we not have problems? Are we not 
managing well?” one survivor was asked.  

Several women were criticised for eloping (in one case, for ‘trapping’ her husband with a 
pregnancy); abuse was a consequence of her own choice and so she must bear it without 
help. One survivor said she was ‘exhausted and guilt-ridden.’ Survivors were criticised for 
going to the police and bringing shame to their families.  

Speaking about abuse and seeking help resulted in social shaming and exclusion from family 
and social rituals and celebrations. Name-calling and slut-shaming were experienced by 
more than one survivor, while some speculated about what must be said behind their backs.  

Fig 3.14: Most useful source of help  

A friend 13 

Husband 2 

Mother-in-law 2 

Father-in-law 3 

Sister 21 

Mother  37 

Father  21 

Female cousin 1 

Sister-in-law 3 

Brother-in-law 5 

Children 6 

Police 6 

Doctor 2 

Religious figure 3 

Self-help Groups 3 

Civil society organisations 10 

Internet chat room 0 

Support group on the 
Internet 

0 
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Phone helpline of 
organisation 

7 

Legal worker 4 

Protection Officer 5 

Brother 10 

Other 9 

Total responses 58 

 

The Tamil Nadu 181 helpline and the One Stop Centre were mentioned twice by survivors. 
One survivor mentioned her husband’s work supervisor. Uncles, cousins and grandparents 
were also helpful. Two survivors found succour in the Bible and Jesus.  

 

COMMUNITY PERSPECTIVES ON HELP-SEEKING 

We asked community members what they thought about the help-seeking process. As 
outsiders either witnessing or hearing about help-seeking options and actions, we wanted 
to get a sense of how it was perceived by them—and presumably, society at large.  

Fig 3.15 Do you think women face difficulties in seeking help?  

No 3 

Sometimes 4 

Often 1 

Yes 22 

 

Sharing experiences of abuse: The right time, the right place 

In their responses, interviewees blurred the lines between when women share and when 
women should share. They also chose to address the question of where women should seek 
help. 

Of the 21 responses to this question, five said that women would first approach family and 
friends. A few might hesitate to worry them but it was generally agreed that this would be 
the first place. One person felt women reach out soon after the first experience of marriage. 
This might lead to family intervention or mediation. After this attempt, they were most 
likely to approach the police. Approaching the panchayat leader was also an option, unless 
the panchayat was likely to favour the husband as a village native.  

Seven interviewees reinforced the idea that there is a threshold of tolerance after which 
survivors seek help—or one person said, commit suicide. Some views: 
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• When women are depressed and feel dejected, alone and without any financial 
support, then they will seek help. 

• When women are abused, they usually try to adjust it. When their self-respect is 
threatened and they have reached their tolerance limit, they leave the family and 
seek help. While a few women may immediately get angry and seek legal 
intervention if they are provoked by the husband or family members, usually they 
will try to solve their own problem for the sake of family and kids. 

• Women usually think they should adjust to the abuse and they don’t share their 
problems initially. They only share their problems in unbearable situations. 
[However] if in the initial stage of violence, the problem is resolved, then the 
husband will not repeat it again. 

• Indian women getting out of a relationship or marriage at the first incidence of 
violence is very rare. They usually try to stay with their husband but when the sexual 
or physical abuse is unbearable, they leave the marriage for good. 

• Women exit the house thinking about their own safety and the kid’s safety, when 
they cannot take any further physical abuse and pain or when they worry about the 
kid’s future and character, their education and life. Girls are married very early and 
do not have the maturity to handle family problems. They think that violence is 
common in a family and people around them normalize it (for instance, a drunk 
husband hitting them is normal).  

• Women will not come out and seek help easily. They will reach out only in 
unmanageable circumstances. He also said some would approach the family and 
Jamaat immediately and some would smile, suffer and remain in the relationship.  

Mediation and conflict resolution   

By most accounts, the attempt to mediate is a common first response to hearing about 
domestic violence. What makes a good mediator? “Anybody who is knowledgeable and 
worldly wise, has good intentions and is non-judgmental can be a good mediator,” one 
person said.    

Fig 3.16: Who should mediate? 

No mediation; it should be left to the couple  3 

Family 0 

Police 8 

NGOs 13 

SHGs 8 

Spiritual community/gurus etc.  7 

Village Panchayats 9 

The law courts 8 

Other 6 

Natal family 25 

Marital family 21 

Extended natal family 7 

Extended marital family 7 

Wider community/ Biradari 6 

If other, please state  
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Who should not have a role to play? While family and friends are usually the first to be 
approached for help and that takes the form of mediation, the husband’s family was not a 
good candidate to resolve domestic violence conflicts. Others were sceptical of whether the 
abuser would pay them any mind.  

NGOs should not mediate because they “act under the instructions of politicians such as 
MPs and MLAs and are not service-oriented but rather are focused on their own growth and 
only care about taking pictures.” Women do not approach Self-Help Groups for such things, 
one person told us. Various individuals ruled out mediation by politicians, panchayat 
leaders, religious or spiritual leaders. The police too were ruled out by some because they 
might aggravate the issue and “they only look at their own personal benefits—that is, who 
will pay more money and will support that party by victimizing the woman.” The police were 
also inclined to focus on counselling and reconciliation rather than justice. Third party 
intervention itself, according to one person, was to be avoided.  

 

SUMMARY NOTES 

• The Social Context of Violence Members of the community were divided in their 
characterisation of the status of women as well as whether it had improved or 
deteriorated. 

• Survivors’ Experience of Violence Survivors attribute their experience of violence to 
several factors: features of the couple’s relationship; family dynamic; alcohol and other 
addiction; the husband’s extra-marital affairs; pregnancy and childbirth, and the greed 
of the in-laws. Between them, the survivors interviewed had experienced every kind of 
violence with verbal abuse being the most common. Attempts to change their situation 
usually resulted in its deterioration, with 47 out of 51 responses reporting no change at 
best and more usually escalation of the intensity, nature and frequency of violence. The 
violence affected them at the physical and emotional level and it affected their 
livelihoods and children.  

• Ways of Coping For most survivors, parental homes were the safest space but there 
were six (out of 53) who said no space was safe. One said she was her own sole 
protector. About half the survivors would keep quiet and stay calm in the face of abuse, 
if they could not leave. Resisting was likely to lead to an escalation to other forms of 
abuse. Close to half of the women had no escape plan. Leaving the home to shelter 
elsewhere did not figure as a long-term option for many although they might look 
forward to it. They just coped because it was their life. Learning of abuse, natal families 
attempt mediation but it is rarely successful. Almost two-thirds of the survivors 
interviewed were now separated from their husbands and six are still in the relationship, 
in varied arrangements—living in a separate portion of the home; living with in-laws; 
two haven been deserted, and one continues to suffer violence.  

• Seeking Help A majority of interviewed survivors shared their experience for the first 
time between 6-12 months after their first experience of violence, and a small number 
(6/51) more than five years later. Their hesitation came from socialisation to adjust and 
the idea that they had to wait for it to cross a threshold; inability to recognise violence 
as violence; concern about their natal families and uncertainty about the support they 
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would receive. The process of sharing was intensely emotional, triggering and 
embarrassing. Their expectations of relief were low with some just seeking relief and 
some feeling safer once their families knew. Women reached out to whoever was most 
accessible to them but for most their help-seeking journeys mainly involved their natal 
families. This included the police, helpful or not, more than any other formal provider. 
Christian and Muslim survivors were likely to reach out to religious or community 
leaders and for Hindus, this meant the caste panchayat. Responses to this sharing were 
largely negative from normalising violence to propositions in exchange for help to 
taunting and gossip. 

• Community Perspectives on Help-Seeking Community members reinforced the idea of a 
threshold of tolerance for abuse. Women would seek help when things became 
unbearable. They would first reach out to family and friends. Mediation in the 
circumstances should involve the natal and marital families, most people felt.  
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Semi-urban survivor, 32, married to paramilitary soldier 

“We had a mediation with both his village head (naattaamai) and our village 
naattamai. We had talks in front of them. Their village naattamai said, “Don’t bring 
his family story to me, take up any action you want in the police station. If I 
intervene, they would come with aruval (bill-hook machete) to beat me.” He was 
afraid to intervene and withdrew. So next, we did mediation with our village 
naattamai and asked them to bring their relatives and said we would bring ours. But 
not a single relative came from their side. Not even their village people came to have 
talks.” 

Edited translation of interview recording 

Semi-urban lawyer, 47, male 

“If you approach the police, they wouldn’t know about domestic violence. If you call 
an NGO and ask about domestic violence, they wouldn’t know either. Why, even 
many (police) officers do not know about this. They wouldn’t know what to do. But 
they are the execution officers. If people approach them, they should do proper 
referrals. In general people visit AWPS only but if they report on domestic violence, 
they wouldn’t know. That becomes the biggest hurdle.” 

Edited translation of interview recording 

Urban NGO representative, 49, Christian, Backward Caste 

“Yeah, they [survivors] adjust to the maximum, and tolerate as much as they can and 
come to us only when they are on the verge of committing suicide. They seek helpline 
only when they go the far extreme. They will report (to 181), ‘They are beating me, 
no one is there to help me’. That’s how they come to us.” 

Edited translation of interview recording 

 

  



63 
 

4. THE SUPPORT ECOSYSTEM 

 

MAPPING THE ECOSYSTEM OF HELP 

As a prelude to conducting this research project, all three state teams undertook a mapping 
exercise to ascertain the different sorts of help available to victims of domestic violence.6 In 
this state report, we use the term ‘support ecosystem’ to signify the symbiotic relationship 
that must exist between these services for each of them to deliver on their mandate. 

In Tamil Nadu, most support services available to women in distress are run and funded by 
the state government.   Those run by NGOs are also often supported in some measure by 
the government, either through grants or subsidies (such as rice from the Public Distribution 
System). See Figure 4.1 for a listing of the various kinds of services focused on helping 
women in distress and specifically domestic violence survivors. 

In this study, under the rubric of ‘support service providers,’ we spoke to five categories of 
individuals: those working in NGOs; those in government offices mandated to help 
survivors; health care providers; lawyers and police. A few of the NGOs we met specialized 
in victim care and support services but as many ended up doing this work because they 
were immediately accessible to victims. Similarly, interviewees referred to a host of 
mediators who did not fall into these categories—notably members of formal village 
panchayats, members of caste panchayats or village or community elders, religious leaders.  

Thus, we note here that while it is useful to start with a map of the formal support 
ecosystem, in a survivor’s world, whoever is accessible, receptive and sympathetic is a  
service provider.  With this caveat, in this section, we  draw on interviews to describe the 
actual work, challenges and attitudes of service providers in the three sites.. 

 
6 In Tamil Nadu, this work was undertaken by Nafeesa Usman in May-August 2020 and then updated by 
Sandhya Srinivasan S and ACR Sudaroli, August 2021-November 2022. This section draws on their research. A 
public domain database drawing on this can be found here: https://cutt.ly/tnhelpeng 
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Fig 4.1: Support Service Providers in Tamil Nadu 

Title Purpose Run by Funded by Level/ 
Jurisdiction 

TN Urban Rural Semi-
urban 

All-Women Police Station Handle only cases related to 
women; also provide 
counselling 

State State State 196 35 2 8 

Special Cells  Trained social workers posted 
to AWPS. Defunct now.  

State State District 4 1 0 0 

Family Counselling Centre Provide counselling, referral 
and rehabilitative services to 
women and children who are 
victims of violence, dowry 
harassment, divorce disputes. 

State and Non-State  District 55 7 0 2 

Protection Officers  Mandated by PWDVA to 
provide support services to 
domestic violence victims 

State  State District  2 1 1 

District Social Welfare 
Officer 

Oversee the working of the 
Protection Officers and One 
Stop Centres 

State State District 32 1 1 1 

District Legal Services 
Authority  

Free legal service to women in 
distress; handles family-
related matters and domestic 
violence 

State State District 32 1 1 1 

One Stop Centres  Temporary shelter, psycho-
social support, free legal aid, 
police assistance and 
counselling. 

State State District 34 2 1 1 

Helplines Crisis help and referrals State and Non-State District 3 1   

Swadhar Grah & Short 
Stay Home 

Shelter for up to 30 women in 
distress. 

Non-State State District 40 4 0 2 

NGOs Organisations listed here 
specialise in support services.  

Non-State Non-State District 138 5 0 1 
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SUPPORT SERVICE PROVIDERS: UNDERSTANDING THEIR WORK AND WORLD 

NGOs 

Across the three field sites, the research team met and interviewed representatives from 13 
NGOs: three from the rural site and five each from the urban and semi-urban. The fifth NGO 
from the urban site works primarily with a refugee community; we were interested in 
learning how displacement affects the ability to access help.  

In about half of these, the team interviewed people in leadership positions, including 
founders. Only two out of the thirteen specialized in gender violence support services, and 
one of those is primarily a shelter (Swadhar Grah). Five of them (one in two locations) had 
broad “women’s empowerment” agendas. Four were founded to work on quite different 
issues but their presence in the community meant they were drawn into domestic violence 
survivor support work. All of them support clients beyond their location, that is, whoever 
approaches them. 

Of the two NGOs specializing in service provision, one is a shelter. The other, in the city, 
offers the full spectrum of support services: a 24×7 crisis Hotline, counselling, risk 
assessment, legal help, a shelter, residential rehabilitation (helping to relocate), therapeutic 
and medical support and a children’s programme with educational support. They also 
engage in outreach and prevention work through awareness programmes. Their services 
extend to women and queer persons.  

Of the rest, one is primarily a political organisation for women with members across the 
state. In this instance, it is in the solidarity of the members and the local legal and political 
heft of the organisation that women are able to find support in a crisis. Other organisations 
run Self-Help Groups and the members support each other. One organisation works with 
substance addiction issues and supports women and families affected by a husband or 
family member’s addiction, which is how they come to work with domestic violence 
survivors. Another (faith-based) organisation offers counselling services on everything from 
“issues of confusion and indecision” to premarital counselling and preparation for marriage 
and marital disharmony.  

Government support blurs the lines between Government-run and NGO-run services. This is 
especially true for those organisations that run shelters and Family Counselling Centres. One 
such NGO claimed to be the government service provider in their district. This is one of 
many services they provide in partnership with the local government.  

Team training. Only one organization conducts regular staff training programmes. Several of 
the others attend training programmes that are occasionally run by the local government; 
this has been interrupted by the pandemic. Interactions through meetings and workshops 
with peer organisations also offer learning opportunities. In sum, systematic and regular 
training and skill improvement is rare.  

Fees. Ten out of 13 service providers who answered this question said they did not charge a 
fee. Of the three who do charge a fee, two charge on a sliding scale for payment depending 
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on the patient/ client’s income level. The other is a membership organization with a very 
small annual fee, though support on this issue is extended beyond the membership base.  

Domestic Violence Services 

Understanding DV 

The depth of understanding of domestic violence varied but by and large, all the NGO 
representatives agreed it went beyond physical battery. A collage of descriptions: “abuse 
faced by the woman due to her husband and mother-in-law;” physical violence, sexual 
harassment, harsh words, possessiveness, blackmailing, throwing out of the house, breaking 
objects, forced work, forced sex, emotional abuse, criticizing cooking, verbal abuse.  

One specialist service provider succinctly defined domestic violence as “anyone who exerts 
power and control over women,” then reflecting the law in their list of types. But this 
understanding was also shown by others: “a man’s authority and their sense of entitlement 
to boss women. Men express their inferiority complex by abusing women.” “Women are 
unaware of what they are undergoing, unaware that it's violence and think it's their 
partner’s love language or their fate, and stay in the relationship.” Another person said that 
in cities, inequality issues are the reason for abuse (when the wife works and the husband 
doesn’t, for instance).  

The NGO dealing with refugees said domestic violence was not the most alarming issue 
faced by refugees. Another person suggested that families could resolve the problem 
through communication. 

As to why domestic violence happened, most interviewees listed the following factors: 
alcohol, suspicion, dowry, economic setbacks, lack of understanding, childlessness. “Women 
being the weaker sex physically, men are at an advantage and suspicious of women, they 
beat and hit them.” One service provider rather worryingly seemed to justify violence and 
alcohol abuse through their list: “love failure, wife having an affair, wife not taking care of 
the in-laws, wife fights, food not being tasty.”  

The interviewee from the specialist organization attributed the prevalence of domestic 
violence to the unequal nature of Indian society and the strict boundaries imposed by Indian 
culture. Another person said domestic violence persists because women do not have 
awareness, voice or support to help them through help-seeking. A third person described 
the everyday workings of patriarchy: the husband and in-law’s thinking that the daughter-in-
law should obey all their rules, act on their whims (including dictating what to wear) and 
bring to them what they demand.   

COVID-19 Impact 

The general view was that domestic violence had become more common during the 
pandemic. One interviewee mentioned “affection” had also increased; another mentioned 
rising pregnancy rates. The most common explanation for the rise in domestic violence was 
economic distress. People become unemployed or could not go out to earn. One person 
listed a litany of aggravating factors: “Lack of mobility and lack of access to resources made 
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them [women] completely dependent on men. Women were overworked, under mental 
pressure and sometimes in physical pain.  Women could not go to work and had zero 
reproductive health care. Girl children were unsafe and child marriage became common.” 
They also pointed out that the digital divide affects women over 35 disproportionately and 
that women in the unorganized sector could not re-start their businesses. Financial issues, it 
was generally agreed, caused fights between husband and wife, resulting in increased 
violence. The inability to meet the family’s needs led to depression, stress and suicidal 
thoughts.  

One person mentioned that the continuous pressure of the spouse led to friction. The 
quality of the relationship, the inability to cope with stress and conflict all led to a spike in 
domestic violence. Another person said that extra-marital affairs increased and husbands 
threw their wives out of the home at the height of the lockdown.  

Reach and Referrals 

Fig 4.2: What is the average number of 
survivors approaching your organisation 
per month? 

2-4 3 

5-10 4 

11-20 3 

20-30 1 

50+ 2 

 

For about half the organisations, there is limited scope for learning on the job given that the 
low numbers of women that reach out to them—partly because this is not their main work. 
But they matter because the specialist NGOs have limited geographical reach.  

The specialist organization maintains a helpline and also other data on referrals; the 
indicative numbers they gave us were: Referrals (60), Hotline (90 -100new cases), Police (5-
10) Doctors ( burn victims 5-10) and Corporate stakeholders (30+). The shelter received 
persons through the All-Women Police Stations, One Stop Centres, Railway Police, Child 
Welfare Commission and the women’s helpline 181. Women from other NGOs that have 
shut down have also come to this shelter.  

A third non-specialist but feminist NGO holds awareness rallies and protests on a regular 
basis and also has a social media presence that allows people to learn of them. This and the 
specialist organisation are networked nationally and able to refer people to local 
organisations that can help them. Awareness work and a high advocacy profile allow 
survivors to locate NGOs as a potential source of help. Doctors and psychologists also refer 
women to NGOs they know of.  
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Complaints 

Survivors approach NGOS with the gamut of complaints, including every kind of gender-
based violence. While different statutes address different categories—child sexual abuse, 
sexual assault, rape, domestic violence, workplace harassment, stalking and street sexual 
harassment, for instance—in practice, violence survivors seek help where they can most 
easily reach. Therefore, regardless of whether they specialize in victim support or not, 
regardless of whether their original mandate is to help domestic violence or other survivors, 
NGOs end up handling any and all violence complaints. They respond to distress as best they 
can rather than insist on bureaucratic distinctions. 

Fig 4.3: What are the most common grievances of women? 

Physical Beating 12 

 Burning with hot objects 2 

 Stalking 7 

 Shoving 10 

 Throwing hot water on them  2 

 Acid attack 2 

 Pinching 8 

 Kerosene burning 6 

 Pushing out the house  10 

 Other 2 

Sexual Showing them pornography and asking them to 
imitate what they are shown 

4 

 Forced sex 10 

 Other 6 

Verbal Shouting 12 

 Constant criticism 12 

 Cursing 12 

 Blaming them for their children’s or another person’s 
behavior 

8 

 Abusive text messages/ images 2 

 Other 3 

Emotional7 Suspicion and possessiveness 12 

 Isolation 7 

 Stopping them from visiting their parental family  11 

 Stopping them from leaving the house  7 

 Not allowing their parental family to visit 10 

 Emotional blackmail 11 

 Comparison with other women, including female 
friends/ colleagues/ relatives 

6 

 Threatening to separate them from their children 9 

 Checking call logs and messages on their phone 5 

 
7 Italicised types of emotional violence were included after the first four urban NGO 
interviews were done. They therefore include responses from 9 and not 13 organisations. 
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 Harming pets in order to hurt or intimidate them 1 

 Other 1 

Economic Withdrawing financial support  12 

 Taking their money 10 

 Not allowing them to go out to work 11 

 Taking away their money and jewellery 10 

 Other 7 

 

Other kinds of violence reported by interviewees included: stealing the wife’s jewelry; 
forcing women to go to work; incestuous sexual abuse; marital rape; threatening phone 
calls; locking up women and depriving them of food and water; cyber-crimes; locking up 
monthly provisions and providing just enough food for one day; property claims; beating 
children; breaking household objects; suicide threats.  

Every single NGO representative interviewed said clearly that women wait until they can 
truly no longer bear the abuse. A very small number do seek help immediately but for the 
most part, they are conditioned to adjust—and one person listed precisely the same factors 
survivors themselves mentioned--family status, societal pressure, guilt, worry for maternal 
parents, pressure from in-laws, threats from husband—as reasons why women wait. All 
thirteen organisations said that women had sought help elsewhere, especially the informal 
mediation of elders and influential persons or even going to the police.  

NGO representatives mapped out what they thought might be the different routes survivors 
took to seek help before coming to them. While speculative, their maps were clearer than 
those survivors were able to provide and are hence reported here: 

• Women would have asked family for guidance, approached the panchayat and finally 
come to NGO shelters. 

• Women would learn about the organisation from others and would try to solve their 
problem through parents and relatives, village leaders and then if those did not work, 
approach them. 

• Women will seek help from parents and relatives, and in villages, from the Gram 
Panchayat President. They would also share their problems with Self-Help Group 
members and sometimes the SHG would help them. Women reach out to religious 
leaders, especially parish priests, and to community and caste leaders. 

• Women sometimes hesitate to tell their parents and fear a lack of acceptance. They 
might otherwise tell their elders, the police or a helpline. When these do not help, they 
come to the shelter home. 

• Women speak to their parents and relatives; seek religious intervention by church 
priests or Jamaat heads; file police complaints and go for counselling in the quest to 
solve their problems. Institutional help is their last resort. 

• Women approach an NGO after they have tried several times to get help from their 
family. Some may have approached the police first. 

• Women try first to resolve the issue with family and neighbours. 
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• Women first reach out to elders and parents for mediation. They will file a complaint 
and approach lawyers. When mediation fails, they will come to us. 

• After approaching their parents, women will seek help from others in the village. They 
seek ‘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. 

• The affected woman’s family will approach the Panchayat or the village naattaamai 
(elder), sometimes from several villages. They might go to the police station.  

• Women approach family and villages elders in the village. In cities, they go to area 
leaders or doctors. Very few go straight to psychologists, lawyers, psychiatrists, social 
workers, Tamil Nadu Commission for Women, the Collector’s office, Protection Officer 
or Social Welfare Department. 

Fig 4.4: How do you reach out to women? 
What are the methods used? 

Billboards and posters 11 

Social Media  5 

Advertisements in print publications 7 

Street theatre and other arts  5 

Other 12 

 

Several survivors approached NGOs after attending their awareness programmes. They saw 
them during rallies or on TV interviews. Some organisations have a community radio 
presence. Word of mouth was also very important.  

Help Procedure 

Despite the fact that 11 out of 13 NGOs are not specialist service providers, it was striking 
that they could all outline a procedure whereby they responded. This illustrates that, 
trained or not, specialist or not, people take this issue seriously and respond as thoughtfully 
as they can. These are shared below with some editing, retaining phrases from their 
answers: 

• When a woman approaches them, they first offer counselling and provide her with 
necessities. They later help her plan her next steps “to empower and uplift.” 

• They respond to both reports and when a survivor approaches them. With reports, they 
immediately contact “the concerned person.” They invite survivors to meet them at 
their office. They help her write a petition and then a minimum of 20 women 
accompany her to the appropriate office to file it. They also go to the police station to 
submit a copy of the petition and file a complaint if need be.  

• The NGO maintains a case history book in which survivors’ names and other personal 
information are recorded. They converse but do not counsel at the first meeting in order 
to give the woman some space, waiting for them to open up. They do not have any 
procedure for submitting petitions.  
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• The shelter arranges a medical check-up before admission. They collect identity and 
other legal documents. Counselling and rehabilitation follow, including skill training, 
education and job placement. 

• The specialist service provider operates a helpline as a separate project with its own 
project head. The helpline operators are trained to assess need. If a rescue is required, it 
is coordinated by the Rescue Team, which has its own head and staff. They run a shelter. 
They offer rehabilitation services (including job placement) for survivors, including a 
specialised team working with burn survivors.  

• The organisation informs the police about the victim prior to registering them, which 
involves getting a signed and sealed letter from the victim. They then assign them to the 
counsellors and lawyers who visit the office once a week.  

• Their counselling follows a counselling session at the de-addiction rehabilitation centre 
to which they are affiliated. 

• There are committees within refugee camps. The committee can intervene on its own if 
the situation is aggravated or the survivor might approach them. The committee first 
mediates. After this, the organising, along with the revenue inspector and police may be 
called in.  

• A letter must be submitted by any person who comes to the shelter, whether via a 
referral or on their own. Their identity proof is checked before they are accommodated. 
Cases referred by the police often do not have the required identification and in those 
cases, a recommendation letter suffices.  

• The survivor has to present a letter stating what issues they face and what help they 
require from the organisation. Following this, members of the organisation will talk with 
family members (family counselling) and assess the necessary next steps, based on the 
woman’s decision to remain in the situation or separate. A few cases are resolved at this 
stage. When family counselling fails, legal action follows starting with a police complaint 
and then going to court.  

• When the woman first comes and informs them, they mediate between the two sides. 
When that does not work, it goes forward to the station as a complaint or to the court as 
a case. They will stay informed and advise in either case.  

• When approached, they will listen to the survivor, ask her what she wants and what her 
decision is before taking any action. Getting a written petition from her as evidence, is 
also part of their procedure. 

• This is an out-patient counselling clinic. When a survivor approaches, her name and 
number are noted and she is given an appointment based on the availability of clinical 
staff. Appointments are both in-person and online now. Their services are paid but the 
clinical staff is authorised to cut the fee by half, discounts beyond which require the 
director’s approval. Their motto: Listen to them, understand them, challenge them, give 
them a choice. 

The one norm that most respondents listed as important was confidentiality. Most of them 
were agreed that it was important to keep identifying details confidential and to anonymize 
the case in their records. One stressed the importance of limiting the interaction to a 
professional relationship. One dimension of this was an insistence on meeting in the office 
space.  
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Organisations also seem to consider it important to get a written request for help, partly as a 
way of documenting the grievance itself, perhaps.  

The one specialist service provider spoke about a client-centric, rights-based approach to 
provide an enabling environment to the survivor. They spoke about never using an ‘I told 
you so’ framing for their interactions. Others phrased this differently—hearing the woman’s 
needs rather than anyone else’s view. A couple spoke about giving the survivor time and 
space, and one mentioned stress-relieving exercises.  

One organization stressed the lack of political party affiliation and strictures against bribery.  

On the side of taboos, there was greater variation, suggesting variations in how 
organisations actually view domestic violence. There was more than a hint of skepticism and 
at least two bore traces of a patriarchal need to protect or guide; in other words, the taboos 
seemed to refer more to survivors. Organisations mentioned that they like to verify the 
survivor’s identity and background. One said that they do not allow the use of mobile 
phones after 9 pm in their shelter and the others said they do not allow women to go to the 
court or police station “unless the problem is of grave concern.” One organization said they 
only work with those who are willing to be helped.  

Ten out of 13 NGOs interviewed said they provide other referrals as needed. These may be 
to other NGOs and shelters; to the One-Stop Centre, Protection Officers, Social Welfare 
Department, Counselling or police; lawyers and free legal aid; for job training; or to the 
Government hospital. The one specialist service provider said they also followed up on the 
referral.  

Challenges of Help-Seeking 

Interviewees listed five kinds of hurdles that made it hard for survivors to seek help. 

1. The hurdles within  

“Women are the hurdles for themselves,” one interviewee said. They are hampered by their 
lack of awareness of the law, of helplines or policies. They do not know whom they can 
approach for help. They find it difficult to share their experiences, especially those involving 
sexual abuse. Women also lack confidence; one interviewee listed “fear, lack of confidence 
and strength” as inhibiting factors. One person felt women are more alert now and do not 
hesitate to use a helpline or call the police.  

2. Family   

Survivors first turn to their natal families and receive the greatest support from them. 
However, family is also the biggest hurdle in their path. This is true in three ways.  

Women hesitate to tell their families either out of concern for the family name and status or 
concern about the health of ailing, aging parents. They worry about how their siblings and 
children will marry if they add a separation or divorce to the family reputation. They think 
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about who will support the family and their children’s futures. They worry about bringing 
trouble to their parents and adding to their burden.  

While natal families are generally the most helpful, this is not something women can take 
for granted. One interviewee said that people from upper middle class and upper-class 
homes do not seek outside help, especially women from the Backward Castes.  

Marital families prevent help-seeking through isolation (taking away their mobiles and 
preventing them from going outside, for instance) and emotional blackmail (such as holding 
the children hostage). They protect the abusive husband, spy on and sometimes intimidate 
the survivor with death threats and the threat of false cases.  

3. Culture 

The hardest factor to define is also the biggest hurdle. Survivors are shamed and stigmatized 
when they say they have experienced violence. They are shamed when they speak out for 
ruining their marital family’s reputation. They are stigmatized when they leave, and that 
stigma extends to their natal family. As one interviewee put it, “In this patriarchal society, 
men use their power extensively. A woman’s bones are broken before she tries to escape.”  

4. Practical factors 

Women worry about who will support their family, especially if they have children. But apart 
from survival after separation, court procedures also cost money.  

5. Institutional factors 

Those who work in government support institutions (state shelters, counselling services, 
police) are also steeped in the same patriarchal culture that stops women from seeking 
help. Thus, institutions are predisposed towards saving the family unit no matter what. The 
safety and choice of the survivor are immaterial, said one person. The police were described 
as a hurdle—their attitude and beliefs, the power they hold and exercise, they revictimise 
the survivor and they do not actually help. Counsellors are untrained and insensitive. 

The working of the legal system itself posed challenges to survivors. Legal aid centres are 
not equally operational everywhere.   

Lawyers and judges by and large have conservative mindsets, leave alone being sensitized to 
gender equality issues, and are unaware of the provisions of the law. One person offered an 
illustration: A survivor wanted a Protection Order under the PWDVA due to persistent 
threats of murder and suicide by the husband. Their house property was in the husband's 
name and in fear, she takes refuge in a relative’s house. The survivor wanted a Protection 
Order to keep her husband away from their home. Victim wanted protection order - to keep 
the husband away from the house. The judge said, "It’s a property issue. Please file a 
property case, not a protection order petition.”  

Protection Orders are hard to obtain. Court delays in general penalize survivors; no court, 
no lawyer and no police will follow up promptly on a complaint, one person said. As a result 
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of court delays, for refugees, legal separation is the preferred option over divorce. In the 
case of maintenance cases, one person said that as the court date nears, lawyers advise 
men to transfer their property to other family members and quit their jobs in order not to 
pay.  

The quality of counselling available, especially in government centres, was also criticised. 
Counsellors are not qualified, experienced or well-informed. They urge couples to reunite 
despite the violence, and also put the victim and abuser together in a room even when the 
latter has threatened to kill her. Women’s rights are not a priority and women are not seen 
as human.  

In listing the shortcomings of the legal system, one person raised the issue of women 
misusing the law and another pointed out that the law does not penalise the violence of 
women against their husbands.  

Our probe about the issue of misusing the law elicited sharp replies from interviewees in the 
rural and urban sites: 

• “When a woman's respect and dignity is questioned only then she will become 
aggressive.” 

• “Women don’t come up to file DV cases when there is extreme abuse present. How 
can they file a case in absence of abuse?” 

• “What are people terming misuse? When you look at our system to get justice and 
relief - women are running across from a PO to a judge, for even a petition to be 
move FIR. I want to know which women are having it the easier way to misuse 
PWDVA. I want to see the false case claims under 498A. Is the Data validated? When 
the initial process is hostile and difficult how can women easily misuse PWDVA?" 

• “There are people to misuse everything. There are loopholes everywhere. It's the 
officer's work to be vigilant and look out for such cases and prevent it.” 
 

Others said they had not come across instances of such misuse in the course of their work. 
In the semi-urban site, three out of four NGOs interviewed considered misuse to be a 
reality.  
 

• “A lot of women misuse the Act when they have extra marital affairs.”  

• “Maybe one or two from the larger group can try to bend the act for their personal 
gains but even there the woman will be affected at some point or the other.” 

• “Educated city people women only misuse the act as they are aware of it. She said 
rural women from villages are unaware of the act to even use it in the first hand.” 

• “Some people give false complaints as in dowry charges against innocent people.”  

COVID-19 Challenges.  

For most organisations, the lockdown meant that they could not reach women in person to 
check on them or comfort them, and no one could come to see them. A few started phone 
and online counselling facilities. One person spoke about increased surveillance and said 
they had received calls for help and protection from family violence. One organisation 
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mentioned that their clients could not access medicines and also became malnourished as a 
result of the economic difficulties of the pandemic. Another said that the closure of TASMAC 
outlets in the lockdown resulted in better family relationships.  

The shelter said they had stopped admitting anyone during the lockdown but after the 
lockdown was lifted, many women sought admission. 

Two of the five urban organisations however adapted to continuously provide support 
during the pandemic, one in the sphere of support services and the other through livelihood 
support.  

The specialist provider made a lot of changes and modifications to their services. They 
created separate quarantine spaces, separate shelter spaces for people who went outside to 
work and those who did not, and counselling rooms with barriers. They administered COVID 
tests and isolated sick victims who tested positive and shifted them back to the general 
shelter after they tested negative. They could not meet shelter clients or new clients in 
person, so social media were used as medium instead. They would recharge the phones of 
their clients so that they could keep in touch. They did not turn away anybody who wanted 
a shelter. Rescues did not stop and they continued to work with the police and One Stop 
Centre coordinators. They applied for and procured emergency passes for clients to reach 
them from across the South Indian states. They found new ways to work with partners and 
stakeholders to ensure continuous service. At the time of our interview (November 2021), 
they continued to provide Corona relief items such masks, sanitizers and essential groceries.  

The second organisation also introduced online and phone counselling. They took advantage 
of the lockdown to promote kitchen gardening among school children who were home. 
They work with women farmers and brought them assistance through the lockdown. They 
also conducted awareness campaigns and outreach to women they learned were victims of 
violence.  

Making Help-Seeking an Accessible Option 

The NGO representatives we interviewed had many recommendations.  

1. Awareness and attitude change: Women should become more aware and society should 
not stigmatise them for suffering violence or seeking help. They should know they have 
the right to a violence-free life. Awareness programmes should be conducted through 
the gram sabha’s monthly programmes and at every level, from the panchayat to 
colleges. These programmes should reach out to women in particular. 

2. Livelihood support: Financial support and counselling so that women can become 
independent is important. 

3. Better collaboration between service providers: Those who have a common service 
mandate (police, Protection Officers, doctors) must work in coordination to close service 
gaps. The idea (not reality, they stressed) of the One Stop Centres is to create a 
coordinated infrastructure where health needs, vocational training and children’s 
education were all taken care of and coordinated from one place.  
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4. Legal procedures should be user-friendly: Survivors should easily understand how to 
avail of the services made possible by law. There are too many bureaucratic hurdles 
now; for instance, different legal procedures for a single divorce case. They must be 
simplified. 

5. Deconcentration of services: One person suggested that fast-track courts should be 
introduced at the taluk (block) and district levels; One Stop Centres at the taluk level and 
a Vigilance Committee in every panchayat.    

6. Expediting judicial processes: Efficient trials and prompt judgments were essential to 
curb violence.  

7. Strict punishment and sentencing: The PWDVA does not result in severe punishments 
and some felt this was necessary to instill in men a fear of consequences. 

Observations on the Support Ecosystem 

What do NGOs think of their colleagues in the support ecosystem—police, lawyers and 
Protection Officers? 

On the police. The rural NGOs diplomatically stated that there were good police and police 
without conscience. They genuinely try to solve the problem and reunite the couple, said 
one, and sometimes their warnings to the husband make a difference. 

In the city, three out of five NGOs were hard-pressed to say anything positive. One 
characterized them as the “biggest hurdle,” referring to their attitude and beliefs, their 
exercise of power and their re-victimising survivors and making them feel guilty, so that they 
no longer seek help. They intimidate women by threatening to file false cases. They 
normalize violence and urge victims to adjust to abuse. Another NGO said the All-Women 
Police Stations are the worst because of the way they treat women and insult them. They 
bully victims, play politics and seek bribes. They also conduct kattapanchayattu (informal 
kangaroo courts) in the name of conflict resolution. They were not supportive during the 
pandemic. Although the police receive training, it is not internalized and applied. Another 
NGO said that both police and lawyers are corrupt.  

In the semi-urban site, the police received mixed press. One NGO said they had been 
supportive and one said they can temporarily deter but are not a permanent solution. The 
other NGOS had little positive to say. One said that the police support whoever approaches 
them first and whoever can pay them; in another’s words, “they work for cash or kind.” The 
second said 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 said that while the police pretend to be good, they are not.  

On lawyers.  While it was acknowledged that there were some good lawyers who help 
women, lawyers were seen as quite mercenary. They view women as cases, and they are 
loyal to whoever pays their fee. Lawyers help clients escape punishment by finding 
loopholes. They also strike deals with other lawyers that have nothing to do with the 
survivor’s welfare.  
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On Protection Officers.  Shockingly, seven out of 13 NGO representatives—more than half—
were unaware of the existence of a Protection Officer. One was aware of the Child 
Protection Officer and One Stop Centre, though and another mentioned that they had 
approached the Social Welfare Department (where they had to pay a bribe for the service 
needed). 

One person said that the Protection Officer was “just an information provider” and that field 
workers like herself compiled the report they file in court.  

The three NGOs that were aware of the Protection Officers were critical but sympathetic. 
They gave them credit for wanting to help but they needed sensitization and training. 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. The Protection Officers also lack 
resources, facilities and infrastructure in many districts. All three organisations gave them 
credit for doing their work as best possible.  
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PROTECTION OFFICERS AND GOVERNMENT SERVICE PROVIDERS 

Across the three districts, we interviewed 14 government officers responsible for supporting 
domestic violence supporters in various ways, as well as often being the only people in 
government immediately accessible. These included: Protection Officers, a role created by 
the PWDVA specially to assist domestic violence victim-survivors with everything they need 
from rescue and shelter to protection orders to legal matters; Counsellors posted at the One 
Stop Centres and Social Welfare offices; and other government officers, including the Chair 
of the Tamil Nadu State Women’s Commission, whose daily work makes them accessible to 
survivors.  

Roles and Responsibilities 

Fig 4.5: What is your role?  

Protection Officer 4 

Counsellor 4 

Counsellor affiliation details 

Counsellor 2 
Counsellor, One Stop Centre, Social Welfare Department 1 
Counsellor, Tamil Nadu Social Welfare Board 1 

 

 

Other government service provider 6 

Chairperson, State Women’s Commission 1 
State Program Office (SPO) (ICDS  Integrated Child 
Development Centre- Assistant Director) (Acting District 
Social Welfare Officer) 

1 

One Stop Centre Administrator 3 
Case worker, One Stop Centre 1 

 

 

 

Fig 4.6: How many days a week do you 
spend in your role supporting DV survivor-
victims?   

3 1 

5 5 

6 2 

7 5 

 

Fig 4.7: Do you have any other 
responsibility?  

Yes 11 

No 3 
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Fig 4.8: How many years 
have you been in this or 
related government roles?   

< 1 year 2 

1-2 3 

3-4 4 

7-8 1 

10+ 4 

 

Fig 4.9 How many women approach you 
per month in case of domestic violence?  

2-4 women  1 

5-10  2 

Over 20 women  10 

 

Referral Routes 

Fig 4.10 How do DV victim survivors 
approach you?  

Police Referral 12 

NGO Referral 5 

Lawyer Referral 6 

Referral via Healthcare institutions 5 

Women approach direct    13 

Other 13 

 

Describing other referral routes, government officers were fairly specific.  

Rural  

In the rural site, one official estimated that about 50% of cases came directly and 50% 
through referrals.  

Women approached them directly having heard of them through word of mouth or from 
awareness camps organized by them. A couple of them said they received calls directly on 
their personal mobile numbers which are advertised on the official website. 

Other government services and service providers through which referrals come: the police, 
especially the All-Women Police Stations; from the 181 helpline; the Chief Minister’s Special 
Cell which runs a complaints line; Child Welfare Committee; from the Protection Officer to 
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other services; petitions via the Collector; via free legal aid services, and from the 
magistrate. 

Apart from this, referrals came through: lawyers, if there is an existing divorce case; from 
nurses, especially consumption of poison and other attempted suicide cases.  

Urban 

In the urban site, the Protection Officers said they received few cases directly. The District 
Social Welfare Officer, the One Stop Centre and the Protection Officers refer cases to each 
other. Cases are referred to government providers primarily by other government services: 
petitions to the Collector; the Chief Minister’s Special Cell; the All-Women Police Stations; 
the State Women’s Commission; Childline and the 181 helpline. Health care provider 
referrals are rare though they do receive medico-legal cases. One interviewee mentioned 
that people came to hear of them via YouTube and social media.  

Semi-Urban 

In the semi-urban site, people approached government providers having heard of them 
through their personal contacts and word of mouth. By and large, referrals came from 
government sources: District Magistrate; Courts; Child Development Protection Officer; 
Anganwadi workers; Collector’s Office; The local Government hospital; the 181 helpline.  
The Protection Officer, District Social Welfare Officer and One Stop Centre do mutual 
referrals, and also to the local Police Station through the Superintendent of Police’s office if 
need be to expedite the filing of cases. 

In your experience, do women explore any other ways of resolving their problems before 
approaching you? 

In all cases, government providers were not the first place that survivors sought help. 
Responses are summarised into a list here, with special observations annotated. These are 
in no particular sequence, but in general, families are the first place that survivors go.  

On village elders (naattamai) in the support ecosystem: 

They (women) would approach their village head, either the panchayat leader or 

naattaamai. The Panchayat leader is a person elected by the villagers. There will be 5-6 

naattaamai in each village, caste-wise. It is a hereditary role. When they do good for the 

people, they are considered as leaders or naattaamani by the villagers. The villagers meet 

them directly and speak to them about their problems. The naattaamai would call one or 

two responsible people in the concerned family/ families and talk to the couple in front of 

them. The Panchayat vice-president may be there. The Gram Sabha is only for common 

issues in the village.  

[Paraphrased and edited from the translation of the interview recording with two female rural 

government service providers.]  
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In the rural site, the panchayat and village naattaamai (elder) play a role. In the semi-urban 
site, the interviewees mentioned pastors, Self-Help Groups and NGOs. In both the rural and 
semi-urban site, women used the 181 helpline. In the city, it was mainly the police apart 
from family.  

• Family: The survivor seeks help from parents who then sit with the other family, as well 
as the panchayat leader (one representative of the panchayat), the village elder and 
well-wishers who arranged the marriage, to try and resolve issues.  

• Friends and Well-wishers 

• Matchmakers 

• Local Panchayats 

• Ooru Naattaamai (Village elder) 

• Pastor 

• Police station: Women approach the police station when the abuse is severe. 

• 181 helpline 

• Lawyers: “Advocates sometimes draw the map and ask the women to follow a 
procedure before they seek legal help.” 

• Court 

• Family counsellors: Women go to lawyers and the lawyers bring them to counselling. 

• Collector’s office 

• Other government service providers  

• NGO 

At what stage of the problem do DV survivors approach you? Why do you think this is? 

Across the three sites, it was agreed that women approach government services only as a 
final resort. They approach them when they are in need of financial support, when they 
have been fending for themselves for a long time or when their jewelry or other belongings 
are in the in-laws’ home.  

The notion of a threshold of tolerance reappears in the answers we got: 

• Only when their life is threatened. 

• Only in the final stages where they are pushed out of the house, have life threats or 
when there is no safety for the kids etc. 

• Only after they give up on solving the issue.  

• Only when the violence is beyond their ability to tolerate. 

• When they are about to give up on life. 

• When the abuse goes beyond the limit of their tolerance. 

Women leave their homes when they are thrown out by their husbands or in-laws and when 
their lives are threatened. They approach government services when all other means have 
failed.  

One rural official said that women who come to the One Stop Centre are mostly between 
21-39. Some call and come to the centre and others call in the incidence of violence, upon 
which the OSC calls the police to rescue them.  
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Women usually first approach family, police, panchayat, Collector’s Office, Protection 
Officer and the court. They approach the 181 helpline. Few go directly to the court with 
private lawyers. One person said that half the women first go to the police station to have 
them intimidate the husband and the other half call the helpline.  

 

Resources and Support 

Rural 

The rural government officials generally spoke in positive terms. They had a smaller case-
load than the cities, they felt. The One Stop Centre staff described mutual rapport and 
support in their team. They described a good degree of cooperation and coordination 
between all government services, including the police. There were a few police officers 
(Women’s Help Desks) appointed under the Nirbhaya Fund to spread awareness. They were 
given a laptop, bike and other essentials to handle victim’s grievances. In some police 
stations, they were also given a separate cupboard for their files. The District Legal Services 
Authority helps with legal work.  

Urban 

In the urban site, one senior person who is appointed on an honorary basis said she had the 
support of an in-office lawyer, counsellors, office assistants and typists. Others, however, 
lamented a lack of office support, even to type data into the system. They are expected to 
handle multiple cases at the same time; receive petitions; counsel victims; serve summons 
and attend court. They need staff even to implement or impose court orders. The One Stop 
Centre was understaffed with regard to counsellors. The Protection Officer has a contract 
position in which there is no separate reimbursement for travel expenses and they have to 
account strictly for stationery and postal charges, including the cost of delivering summons.  

Semi-urban 

Institutional support appears to vary a great deal in the semi-urban site. The Protection 
Officer said she had an office assistant and received support from the District Social Welfare 
Officer. The One Stop Centre listed as their facilities a shelter with a police post, an office 
with more than 6 case workers and counsellors; the services of a visiting lawyer; official 
transport and a driver. However, one counsellor said that she had to submit work details 
with dates to file a claim for her salary which is usually delayed.  
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Training 

Fig 4.11: Did you get any training for your 
role working with DV survivor-victims? 

Yes 10 

No 3 

 

Most government service providers appear to have received training at least at induction. 
Subsequent coursework appears to be optional, dependent both on interest and 
opportunity. The training was provided at recognized government-supported institutions 
(Anna Institute; National Institute of Public Cooperation and Child Development (Bengaluru 
and Delhi centres; training run by the National Commission for Women), the State Social 
Welfare Board and also at NGO-run programmes. One person mentioned a training run by 
UNICEF and a session by a senior lawyer on domestic violence laws.  

In the six districts where One Stop Centres were first started in Tamil Nadu in 2017, staff 
were given an orientation and 10-day training. This has not been repeated for later centres, 
including our urban site. Some staff have received training at NIPCCD sometime after joining 
and in the interim, have been trained by other government service providers.  

Trainings have not been regular recently because of COVID-19. 

Working with Domestic Violence 

Understanding of domestic violence 

Any form of violence against women that happens in a family or relationship within the 
home is domestic violence, whether physical, sexual, emotional or mental.  

For a woman, that which is intolerable is domestic violence, said one Protection Officer, 
listing as examples, verbal abuse, cursing, physical abuse and insecurity. The senior official 
we spoke with had a longer list: “When a daughter-in-law is overworked, ill-treated and 
forced to work; deprived of food; prevented from traveling to or visiting her parents; 
neglected by her husband; subjected to verbal, physical or emotional abuse; subject to the 
whims and needs of her in-laws who look at her as a substitute for domestic help; not 
permitted to use domestic appliances like washing machines, etc.—all these can be 
categorized as domestic violence.” Another person added to these illustrations: swindling of 
jewellery; calling the woman insane, withdrawal of sexual intimacy. Financial abuse is 
becoming more common, one person observed.  

Women may be able to bear verbal abuse, said one interviewee but are unable to cope with 
or fight back with physical abuse. Another person said that the threshold of what they can 
tolerate is marked by a breakdown in the relationship or when her self-respect is 
challenged.  
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Disturbingly, one government counsellor in the semi-urban site told the research team that 
most complaints are filed against the husband but that “in reality 90% of the cases are false 
and only 10% would be genuine.” As soon as the distress call is received, women ask for the 
husband to be jailed. Forced sex and custody cases are rare and in such cases, there is 
already a police case registered so that they will ask them to wait for it to be resolved.  

Why does domestic violence happen? 

The responses to this question included structural factors, interpersonal factors, triggers 
and also, some experiences that survivors consider violence in themselves rather than 
explanations for violence.  

Facing the reality of domestic violence complaints every day, some service providers offered 
very pessimistic views. One said that human beings are the reason for any violence in the 
world. Another said educated people are the reason for 90% of domestic violence. While 
people expect them to be aware and not commit such offences, they are the main 
perpetrators. Another said, responding to the sudden surge of interest in domestic violence 
after the pandemic, that it is not a new phenomenon and it seems to happen more because 
we are talking about it.  

While none of the government service providers used the term ‘patriarchy,’ one spoke 
about male domination while discussing causes. She juxtaposed it to feminism. Another 
pointed to common Tamil phrases used by men (and others) to suppress and sustain that 
domination. The male ego and male insecurity were also considered causes of domestic 
violence, as were ego clashes in the couple.  

Women, one provider told us, complained that their husbands spent too much time on the 
mobile phone and acted suspiciously when approached.  

The most common explanation offered for domestic violence was a lack of understanding in 
relationships—between the couple, between the woman and her in-laws, between two sets 
of in-laws. Individualistic mindsets, differences of opinion, compatibility issues, mutual 
dislike (also when the family does not like the girl) and a lack of commitment reinforce this 
lack of understanding. As one person put it, husband and wife do not spend healthy time 
together.  

Other interpersonal issues that can be both violence and an explanation of violence include 
a suspicious nature (in the husband) and threats. Other issues that were mentioned that can 
be proffered to explain violence are an unsatisfactory sexual relationship, male impotence 
and infertility issues in men. Lack of sexual intimacy has also been considered a form of 
violence by survivors.  

One service provider said that people nowadays lack patience, mainly women and followed 
by men. Impatiently, when an issue arises, they immediately go to the police station. 
People’s attitudes have changed and people lack fear in God and the future. Educated 
women think they can live without anybody’s help. The woman should understand her role 
because it is still a man’s world.  
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Some blame for this was also placed at the door of parents. Parents, especially parents of 
single children, were seen as being influential in their lives and ‘hyping’ their children.  

Conversely, some of the circumstances in which parents get their children married also were 
seen as making them more vulnerable. Child marriage, more common in the last few years, 
is such an instance; one person said that women told her they were 22 but had been 
married for 8 years. Forced marriage is another. Marriages where there is a large age gap 
between husband and wife also leave the wife more vulnerable.  

Psychiatric issues in both men and women were listed as a cause of domestic violence.  

The government service providers listed extra-marital affairs as an explanation of violence 
but for many survivors it was violence itself—in the betrayal and abandonment that 
followed, plus the stigma. One person suggested it was more common in urban areas. 
Another said that men who have affairs with their co-workers consider these to be casual 
relationships but they would not extend the same benefit to their wives also having casual 
relationships.  

Financial pressures are commonly considered a cause for domestic violence. Economic 
distress, debt and work pressures on the one hand trigger violence. On the other, the 
economic dependence of women on their husbands results in an imbalanced power 
dynamic that makes violence possible. Even educated women do not go out to do paid work 
and stay dependent on their husbands, one service provider told us. Another person added 
to this the importance of keeping good accounts without discrepancies.  

Only one person mentioned dowry harassment.  

Predictably, alcoholism and alcohol consumption were mentioned by about a third of 
lawyers interviewed as a cause for domestic violence.  

Domestic violence survivors’ grievances 

Physical 

Physical abuse seemed to be the common factor across sites. In the rural site, we were told 
that poisoning was a major concern. A woman would be poisoned in her sleep, her dead 
body hung and the death attributed to suicide. In both the rural and the semi-urban site, the 
physical abuse was attributed by one person to the consumption of alcohol.  

Sexual 

Rural 

In the rural site, interviewees said that marital rape was common and sexual abuse was 
normalized. However, very few people approach them for help concerning this. One person 
said she had received cases where the father-in-law abuses the daughter-in-law sexually 
with the help of the husband. They hear of forced sex, inserting hands inside the private 
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parts, extreme sexual acts and forced sex for 3-4 hours after the husband takes ‘tablets’ 
[sexual stimulants?] but women rarely complain out of a sense of shame.  

Urban 

One interviewee said that following the COVID-19 lockdown, the number of women 
reporting sexual violence doubled. Where previously women were averse to discussing 
sexual violence and would keep their experiences hidden, sexual abuse became the primary 
complaint after lockdown. She said that when questioned about this during counseling, 
women used to say, “Oh no, leave that, I don’t want [to talk about it],” now women mention 
it on their own without hesitation. Apart from sexual violence, another person also 
mentioned deprivation of sexual intimacy as a grievance.  

Semi-Urban 

In the semi-urban site, sexual abuse was mentioned as something women are conditioned 
to tolerate in order to preserve their marriage. Other forms of abuse were more common.  

Verbal and Emotional 

Rural 

Verbal, mental and emotional abuse are the most common grievances. One person said she 
had received 5-6 cases recently of blackmail with images and videos. Secrecy is a hurdle in 
resolving these cases. Women who go to work are frequently regarded with suspicion.  

Husbands blackmail their wives in order to get a divorce. Some women share their 
experiences with their children who then resent the parents.  

Urban 

Discussing verbal and emotional abuse in the urban site, we were given some examples. 
One was that of female professional with a 10 year old child who felt no bond with her 
husband. When she brought this up, he said she could go seek it elsewhere. In another 
example, the father told the children that their mother was redundant as he brought in 
money and the household work including cooking were done by domestic help. He stopped 
talking to the mother. Gaslighting was mentioned. An interviewee also mentioned the 
example of a live-in relationship where the man spends the woman’s savings and jewels and 
then abandons her.  

Semi-urban 

Verbal abuse was said to be common in the semi-urban site, with women being criticized by 
other household members.  

Economic 
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Across the three sites, economic abuse and dowry harassment were reported. In the urban 
and rural sites, lack of financial support for the family were also mentioned. Workplace 
sexual harassment cases also came to the government service providers in the urban site.  

Other comments and notes 

Interviewees commented on their local contexts.  

Rural 

The majority of cases received are of abuse by the husband, a few by the mother-in-law and 
the other in-laws. One person observed that the men in her district are very lazy; they don’t 
work, they are selfishly concerned with their own needs and they do not take care of their 
wife or children. Another interviewee told us that her district had the highest number of 
widows (data source unknown) and that women’s financial challenges grew after their 
husbands’ death. Other issues they listed: neglect of children, child custody, extra-marital 
affairs and alcoholism. Some approach service providers to seek help with their husbands’ 
alcoholism.  

On the one hand it is hard to gather information when a woman will not openly speak about 
what happened to her or even accept that it is violence. On the other, a few men and 
women also exaggerate.  

Individuals seek personal counselling or family counselling, but a majority who come for 
counselling want to reconcile with their husbands.  

Urban 

One interviewee listed related complaints that were received: physical abuse cases 
connected to alcohol and drug usage; child marriage (pre- and post-marriage rescue cases); 
divorce (financial and maintenance); senior citizens abuse cases; sexual harassment (home, 
workplace or public); child abuse and trafficking.   
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Procedures and Processes  

Fig 4.12: What do you do when a Domestic violence survivor comes to you? What is the procedure to help them? What to you tell or advise 
them?8 

Counsellor (OSC, Rural) Once a case is received, it is delegated to a case worker. The case worker opens a case report 
where initial details are recorded. Next, the case worker conducts a field visit. Findings are 
submitted as a report and with a request letter from the victim to the OSC administrator, 
seeking help. Next, the victim is called for counselling, followed by family counselling. If the 
victim opts out of counselling, she is guided to legal help, either to the Protection Officer or a 
lawyer. The case file is updated and if the case is transferred, it is closed. They follow up on 
closed cases and inform the District Collector of successful resolutions. 

Counsellor (Social Welfare Board, 
Urban) 

They start by asking which district the person has come from, referring to the Aadhaar record if 
the district has been redrawn. With dowry cases or for family counselling, she starts 
immediately. If the complaint is abandonment by the husband or a need for support for the 
woman and her children, she directs them to the District Social Welfare Officer. Clients are not 
generally forced to undergo counselling, just those with divorce cases in court. When there is a 
petition to the CM Cell, the phone number of the respondent is obtained and they are asked to 
come, in order that the case is dealt with within 30 days. Only if they are unwilling to come, is a 
summons sent. A written complaint is recorded on a form which includes all the relevant details. 
While this is done, there is scarcely a complainant who is not in tears.  

Counsellor (Semi-urban) She counsels cases filed in the family court. She has to finish at least three sittings between two 
hearings and the number depends on the case. The police consult her on some cases and refer 
clients to her.  

 
8 These answers and others that are tabulated are presented as reported with basic edits. The idea is to show what each person thinks or narrates without an attempt to 
aggregate or curate a synthesis.  
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Counsellor (Semi-urban) Biographical details are recorded and a note is made of the referral source. The problem Is 
understood and course of action chosen according. For a family or individual problem, 
counselling is given. Enquiries are made according to whether the client wants to reconcile or 
separate. If the woman is depressed, medical assistance is given. Referrals may be made to the 
police depending on the grievance or to the Swadhar Greh for the woman to stay and for skill 
development.  
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Other government service provider 
(OSC Admin, Rural) 

Clients fill a registration form. Spot visits are conducted for settlement cases, certificate records, 
streedhan and child custody cases. The police accompany them, recording video for evidence. 
Cases are updated daily on the Sakhi dashboard, an all-India platform. There is a one-month 
deadline for closing cases, complete with rescue and referral. They also offer counselling. Police 
leave women at the One-Stop Centre for safety; for this only a referral letter and image 
evidence is required.  

Other government service provider 
(Case Worker, OSC, Rural) 

The OSC Administrator assigns the case to a Case Worker who then opens a file, recording 
details. A field visit follows and findings are submitted as a report, along with a request letter 
from the victim to the OSC Administrator, seeking help. The victim is called for counselling, 
followed by the family. If she does not choose counselling, she is referred to the PO or lawyer 
for legal help. Case updates are posted on the Sakhi Dashboard.  

Other government service provider 
(Chairperson of State Women's 
Commission, Urban) 

The petition is recorded. If handed over in person, preliminary queries will be made, a hearing 
scheduled and summons sent. If the abuse is critical, the hearing is scheduled immediately. 
Summons are sent and some hearings are done on the telephone as well. After this, referrals are 
made to the District Social Welfare Officer, police or lawyers as needed.  

Other government service provider 
(OSC Administrators, Urban) 

The only person who knows a case completely is the OSC Administrator. They register a person 
and file a complaint, for which Aadhaar is mandatory. Help, counselling and services, including 
rehabilitation help, are offered depending on what the victim needs. A victim can stay in the 
OSC shelter for only five days after which they are shifted to a shelter or hostel.  

Other government service provider 
(OSC Admin, Semi-urban) 

The process begins when an official petition is received and a file opened. The OSC investigates 
the root cause of the grievance, when it began and counsel. The DSWO is informed and the case 
is forwarded to the police station. Critical cases are referred to the Collector's Office and 
Superintendent of Police. Legal advice and follow-up and senior counsellors are also provided. 
Most cases need 1-2 counselling sessions but a few can take 6-7. Follow-up is done on the 
phone or with field visits.  
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Protection Officer (Rural) When a woman files a domestic violence complaint, there are several orders that must be 
passed usually: protection, return of streedhan, custody, residential, maintenance. Women 
approaching the PO are concerned that the perpetrator will be punished but she clarifies that 
PWDVA is not a penalising act but a law to protect women. She explains the act and asks women 
to discuss with relatives and well-wishes and choose their course of action.  

Protection Officer (Urban) The first step is to make sure the petition falls within the ambit of the PWDVA--physical, sexual, 
emotional, verbal or economic abuse in a relationship. A preliminary enquiry is held and help is 
provided to ensure the relief requested by the woman, most often monetary, residence and 
protection.  

Protection Officer (Urban) When an aggrieved woman approaches the PO, their profile, grievance and details of petitioner 
and respondent are recorded. The PO ascertains what the petitioner expects. The Preliminary 
Enquiry Report is filed and the case is forwarded to the court. Courts may also direct the PO to 
enquire into a case, usually when its summons have not borne fruit. Initially, the PO may 
document and file the case but overall, they work within the court mandate. POs do not usually 
counsel because this can be done by court-mandated counsellors or family counsellors at the 
social welfare board. The woman's needs determine any measures taken. They make referrals to 
free legal aid if women cannot afford a lawyer.  

Protection Officer (Semi-urban) When approached, the PO first looks at and verifies the abuse mentioned in the complaint with 
the victim. She then requests the petitioner and respondent to come for counselling. Some 
clients ask for help towards reconciliation and some want to take the case to court. She seeks to 
understand the reality from both sides before filing the Domestic Incident Report.  
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Fig 4.13: How do you maintain confidentiality? Are there any challenges in maintaining it? (while talking to women/maintaining records etc) 

Counsellor (OSC, Social Welfare, 
Rural) 

They maintain utmost confidentiality and go to the field posing as relatives 
rather than government officials. They do not tell other local support service 
providers that have already received cases from their place. A few people 
ask for a copy of the counselling records but they do not allow photographs 
or photocopies. They insist on the person coming in person to see the 
record in their office.  

Counsellor (Semi-Urban) She does not share anything with anybody but leaves all the information 
(hearing book, counselling register and written report) in the office and 
leaves. Files are stored in the court records room and no outsider can access 
them. For her use, she gathers the information as 10 questions--what 
marriage, how many years, children, alcoholism, sex life, suspicion, etc.--and 
bases the report on that. The judge has asked her not to write details as a 
whole life can be read from such a document which is accessed by many 
people, but to simply record a yes or no. 

Counsellor (Semi-Urban) The officer is unmarried and feels that in the first outreach women hesitate 
to share their problems with an unmarried woman. They open up after a 
few meetings. The case sheets include demographic details, family tree, 
history and resource details, as well as documenting case progress on a 
monthly basis. Counselling details are also included. These must be updated 
on the computer that only they can access.  

Counsellor (Social Welfare Board) She does not face any challenges in maintaining confidentiality. But while 
only she can access her computer and cupboards, other spaces and 
belongings can be easily tampered with. People should take care of papers 
in government offices as well as they do of their own belongings. Even if 
couples come back to her and ask for a record of what they said in the 
counselling session, she tells them to file an RTI petition  where she 
determines what to share or not. They do not share their own phone 
numbers in order that counselling may be bias-free. 
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Other government service provider 
(OSC Admin, Rural) 

She faces no challenges in maintaining files. Even educated women and 
advocates ask for copies of counselling files but they will not be provided. 
"She will never give even a single plain paper from their office."  

Other government service provider 
(OSC Admin, Semi-Urban) 

The 181 helpline puts the OSC Administrator and survivor in a conference 
which is monitored for content and words used. What she does instead is 
get the basic information and ask women to call her back directly in a few 
hours. She does not do conference calls.  

Other government service provider 
(OSC Administrators, Urban) 

Confidentiality and maintaining trust are essential. They establish trust with 
the help-seeker to reassure her and put her at ease. They inform everyone 
in the team so in the absence of the main administrators anyone can help. 
Sometimes they even send their IT staff to the field to help survivors.  

Other government service provider 
(OSC Case Worker, Rural) 

Confidentiality is maintained by not exchanging information shared by the 
victim or even by the counsellor. Petitions written by the women are not 
shared in court; they only send a typed summary. Data Is filed using a 
coding based on the way they seek help. The Head Office asks for monthly 
records of the cases handled by them, case-wise and block-wise.  

Other government service provider 
(State Women's Commission Chair) 

There are strict confidentiality protocols. Even when an RTI is filed, they 
only disclose case details and not individual details. 
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Protection Officer (Rural) She never reveals the survivor's information and she is also prohibited from 
doing so under the law. Even when asked, she only provides statistical data 
and not personal information. She does not have secure storage for files and 
data so anticipates that in her absence it would be available to anyone. She 
does not have a filing method and arranges and numbers files date-wise for 
ease of location. She cannot dispose of old files because they may be 
needed any time. 

Protection Officer (Semi-Urban) They follow procedures and protocols properly. They do not give a copy of 
the complaint to respondents unless they request it in writing.  

Protection Officer (Urban) As counsellors, they maintain confidentiality. Even when they are obliged to 
share petitions, they do not share the women's address and phone 
numbers.  

Protection Officer (Urban) Only she can access case documents and the records are managed safely.  

 

Referrals to other services 

Across sites, the government service providers listed three categories of referrals that they made: 

1. To other government service providers—Protection Officers, One Stop Centres, District Social Welfare Officers; the District Collector’s 
office; the police, but specifically senior officers such as the Superintendent of Police and the Deputy Superintendent of Police; and to 
local police, especially for follow-up on protection for love marriages where the parents were opposed and dowry harassment;  

2. To related services, run by government or NGOs—free legal aid and shelters, including Swadhar Greh; 
3. To government hospitals and de-addiction centres.  

One person mentioned working with village panchayats on child marriage.  

From the semi-urban site, one person said that Muslim women rarely approached anyone beyond the Jamaat. The Jamaat would convene 
three sittings of mediation. 
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Working of the law 

Improvements required in the system set up under PWDVA and in the Protection Officer’s 
duties and powers 

There were three categories of government service providers that we interviewed. For this 
question, it is salient to look at their answers category-wise. 

Protection Officers  

Protection Officers are the main implementing executives of the PWDVA and pivotal to its 
effectiveness. This is what they suggested: 

• There office of the PO should have the basic amenities for successfully carrying out 
its mandate: 

o A private area, separate cabin or enquiry room so that women can speak 
freely. 

o A storage cupboard or file cabinet that can be secured. 
o Transportation facilities for field visits.  
o A separate official phone line (mobile) so it is not the PO’s personal mobile 

phone number that is published on the Internet, leaving the officer open to 
harassment and threats.  

• The Protection Officer should have the autonomy to handle cases according to the 
needs of the woman. She should not be expected to be amenable to influence by 
lawyers or politicians.  

• Protection Officers and the judicial staff should train together and work in 
coordination on domestic violence cases. Protection Officers should have the 
authority to make the police implement orders.  

• Family court cases should move faster. Women file more than one case in family 
court and if orders are not implemented they appeal to the court.  
 

Counsellors 

Although this is not their primary mandate, counsellors are posted in various social welfare 
offices and courts and interact with domestic violence survivors. Their suggestions are: 

• Strict provisions and punishments under the PWDVA. 

• Quick handling of cases 

• Work overload means they cannot attend to cases in person. (This dilutes the quality 
of help given and confidentiality and delays resolution) 

• There should be cooperation between service providers for speedy processing.  

Other government service providers 

Several government officers in apparently administrative or advisory roles work directly 
with domestic violence survivors. Those we interviewed included One-Stop Centre 
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administrators and case workers and the Chair of the State Women’s Commission, the latter 
a sometimes political, lateral appointment. The OSC staff had very little to add here except 
to ask for transport facilities and Women’s Commission chair commented on delays in 
delivery of justice that added additional problems like depression or suicide to the domestic 
violence case.  

Improvements required in legal provisions/ procedures related to domestic violence 

Across site and category, these were the improvements highlighted by government service 
providers: 

• The most common challenge they pointed out was delay and therefore the main 
improvement sought was expediting case and court processes.  

o The appeals process should not be so easy that respondents can drag cases 
out for years. In that event, women lose the support of even their family. 

o Petitioners should not be misguided to think that the case will be done in a 
few months and they should resign their jobs to focus on the case. (PO gets 
them interim orders for residence or retrieving belongings.) 

• There is a time stipulation of 2-6 months for the cases but there are not enough 
Probation Officers to manage the workload of receiving petitions in the office, going 
to the field and attending court.  

• Stringent punishments can protect women better. 

• Punishments should be oriented to reform with counselling and classes in jail. 

• A gender-neutral law that recognizes that women too can be perpetrators.  

Weaknesses of legal provisions/procedures  

• Delays in court and in the processing of cases: Expediting case work and limiting the 
respondent’s right to appeal would cut down delays. 

• Circumventing the law: Men transfer all their properties to another person so that when 
the case come to court, they have nothing and need pay nothing.  

• Orders should be practical: Magistrate’s orders are not implemented or cannot be 
implemented.  

• Non-implementation of orders: The people who implement the law are the problem. 
Because of endless appeals, among other reasons, maintenance and residence orders 
are sometimes not implemented. There is no penalty for non-implementation and there 
is no penalty for a breach of the order either.  

• The lack of penalties in the PWDVA: The lack of penalties, especially criminal 
punishments, was seen as allowing offenders to repeat their violence.  

• Police reluctance: Unlike POCSO and dowry cases, police do not file domestic violence 
FIRs promptly because they take the offence lightly.  

• Limited ability to follow up: Most government officials can only enquire and file a report 
and cannot follow up.  
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Misuse of PWDVA 

On the whole, this category of support service providers displayed a stunning cynicism 
about the complaints they received under PWDVA.  

Just one person pointed out that all laws have loopholes that a few misuse.  

Two interviewees said that misuse of PWDVA was not significant and one clarified that it 
was less common than misuse of the Dowry Act or provisions against elder abuse or neglect. 
One person said that sometimes people misunderstood the law; that is not misuse.  

The rest were convinced that misuse of PWDVA was a real concern. They estimated the 
frequency of abuse at anything from 5% to 30% 40% to 90%! Saying that ‘many women’ 
misuse the law, some of them offered stories of such misuse. The idea that such ‘misuse’ 
complaints were a cover-up for the woman’s extra-marital affair was common or that it was 
just an excuse to extort money from the husband. Some comments: 

• Misused by women who decide they do not need their husband when they have an 
affair. (This person added that some husbands are able to forgive the affair but in 
some cases they become abusive.) 

• Women have extra-marital affairs and then use the case to take over husband’s 
money and property. 

o One example was a false child abuse case to withdraw which the wife took a 
payment of Rs. 1 crore.  

• Women seek revenge on their husbands. 

• Women add the names of family members who do not live with them.  

• Women do it because they are suspicious of their husband. (“She herself cut her hair 
and blamed her husband that he cut her hair.”)  

• Women say they want freedom and independence and misuse the law.  

More than the large percentage that are convinced about misuse, the specific details of the 
reasons they include are alarming. Two examples offered by one person illustrate: a woman 
misused the law because her husband brought another man home and made him sleep next 
to her and the father-in-law asked to see her naked. If the service provider does not think 
these are examples of genuine abuse, there is a fundamental problem in the system.  

Help-seeking Hurdles 

Hurdles faced by DV survivors while seeking help 

The deterrent most commonly cited by government service providers was the stigma 
attached to speaking about domestic violence. Concern about how their experience of 
domestic violence and possible separation would reflect on their family’s reputation, their 
siblings’ lives and their own standing was listed as the biggest hurdle keeping women from 
seeking help. With this mind, one person said that women would even filter and share 
selectively even while seeking help.  
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Related to this is the fear of intimidation by the husband and in-laws. Speaking about abuse 
may result in more abuse. Husband and in-laws threaten that they will send the woman 
back to her parents’ house if she mentions violence to anyone. Financial dependence on the 
husband means women fear being left on the streets if they share the experience of abuse 
with anyone. Women fear for their children’s future and this keeps them silent. Finally, in 
the hope of a reconciliation and because they still wish to live with the husband, they do not 
seek help in case their husband and in-laws completely cut off ties. To this end, one service 
provider has suggested phone counselling to women rather than visits to the office and field 
visits.  

Sometimes when they go to investigate calls to the 181 helpline, relatives tell them that 
they will manage the conflict by themselves.  

One service provider felt that incipient conflicts are exaggerated and overblown by the natal 
family. The couple may have a good relationship but they listen too much to their parents.  

Four of the government service providers spoke about women’s own traits that kept them 
from seeking help. One person said, women themselves present their own hurdles. Women 
do not have self-confidence. They marry with the expectation that the man will take care of 
them but they must be independent. They are afraid and unaware of whom to approach or 
what to do. They lack family support and there are no resource centres to tell them. They 
are so dependent that they even lack spare clothes. They are hesitant to approach the 
system, feeling that they have to share their problems in a “polished” way and not as they 
can. Still, they can be stubborn and unwilling to take advice.  

The system is defective, said two of the interviewees. One urban official offered a detailed 
account of delay and bureaucratic processes that force the petitioner and respondent to 
keep asking for information, during which delay, the petition continues to face violence. 
Another urban official said that while the POs may be approachable, for daily wage workers, 
it is hard to take a day off to come talk to the PO. There is also little trust that what is shared 
will remain confidential and fear that survivor identities will leak.  

Hurdles women face in accessing a) services and b) justice  

Women are afraid that if they complain about abuse, their husbands will take revenge when 
they go home. The police in AWPS merely reprimand the perpetrator and send him home. 
There is nothing to deter the husband from repeating violent behavior.  

Sometimes even when officials reach the home to execute the order, the family closes the 
door, locking women inside, subjecting them to emotional abuse.   

Lack of family support, as well as the propensity to draw in influential local elders or 
politicians into a dispute, while keeping support providers, presents a hurdle in about half 
the cases.  

Women are willing to speak freely because of growing awareness but they are unwilling to 
file a formal written complaint that brings outsiders and the law into family matters. 
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Furthermore, women do not want to separate permanently from their husbands. There is 
apprehension that using 181 will result in a forced separation of the couple. 

Another hurdle is that while women are able to approach and give petitions to a number of 
government offices (Social Welfare Board, One Stop Centre, Protection Officer and Chair of 
the State Women’s Commission), not everyone who gets to receive and hear petitions has 
the authority to pass orders and have them implemented. Another person said they did not 
have the authority to give legal advice, only the PO did. One interviewee felt lawyers limit 
the options of the survivor but directing them to certain courses of action.  

COVID 

The impact of the pandemic on the level and types of domestic violence experienced 

Apart from one rural official, everyone acknowledged that there had been a rise in cases 
during the COVID-19 lockdown.  

Other rural officials disagreed. One estimated that calls to 181 had tripled at the least, in 
part due to increased awareness of the helpline. The reasons they listed were economic and 
financial problems, men taking away house articles to sell for alcohol, confinement, mutual 
misunderstanding and zero respect, lack of help and empathy from husbands and the belief 
that women should only work at home. While salaried people did not feel the pinch, daily 
wage workers really struggled.  

All of the urban government service providers agreed that domestic violence increased 
during the lockdown. A few families were happy to be together in lockdown but domestic 
violence incidence did go up. Financial reasons and economic stress were cited most often. 
Confinement during the lockdown and the increased work for housewives as well as issues 
over household responsibility were factors. Work pressure, mental health challenges like 
stress and depression contributed. The cases increased once TASMAC stores opened in a 
couple of months.  

One of the officials shared that given that their personal numbers were shared with the 
public, they would also receive calls and this affected them. The One Stop Centre person 
said that they were relatively new in 2020 and did not have much of a baseline for 
comparison.  

In the semi-urban site too, we were told that domestic violence increased because of 
confinement and economic issues. Anger and work stress were mentioned by one person. 
Another said that many marriages were arranged during COVID-19 and performed within 15 
days to minimize wedding spending due to COVID restrictions. These were mainly forced 
marriages and with no understanding between the couple, led to marital problems.  

The impact of the coronavirus pandemic on the capacity to offer help 

Women found it hard to come in person to file petitions in the rural site. For officials too, 
getting to work and getting out on field visits for follow-up was a challenge. Even with 
special permission from the Collector and showing their ID, the police would not believe 
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that they were out on official work to do case enquiry and field visits. Work hours were very 
long.  

In the urban site, only the One Stop Centres continued to do rescue work during the 
lockdown. The others had to move their activities online. They were unable to do field work 
or awareness work. They did phone and video counselling though these were not as 
effective. Their personal numbers were made public and they would get calls at all hours. As 
a result, during COVID they were on call 24 hours and they had no help. Only emergency 
cases went to court and orders were filed online. In-person summons were stopped, mail 
petitions were done and online summons for emergency cases.  

In the semi-urban area, experiences were mixed. One person said that compared to her 
structured work before the pandemic, she felt free to work by focusing on the needs of the 
woman rather than procedures. For another person, court closures meant no counselling 
was possible. She ended up unemployed and losing Rs. 600 per day for most of 2020. Travel 
blockades posed a challenge, where officials sometimes had to enter isolated villages for 
rescues.  Another person said that their work was diverted to rescuing street-dwellers and 
providing them with food, shelter and vaccination shots.  

Observations on the Support Ecosystem 

On the police.  

In the rural site, all four interviewees said they had a good experience working with the 
police.  

• The police provide great cooperation and coordination when it comes to family-related 
issues.  

• There is good coordination with the police and they are helpful even when she asks 
them to check on a survivor at night or go a long distance to deliver a summons, they are 
supportive. 

• The police are very cooperative and in a small rural district everyone is accessible, no 
matter how senior. The police have a separate wing to work with the One Stop Centre 
called ‘Base Control.’ They use WhatsApp and mobile phones to call for assistance and 
the police are helpful during spot visits.  

• The police are often stationed in the office at night to make sure the field visits are 
safely conducted. Counselling desks in the police stations were not very fruitful so now 
they work directly with the police control room.  

The urban service providers were less positive about the police. Only one person said that 
the police were very supportive, accompanying the PO and initiating implementation of 
orders. This person mentioned that states had different arrangements, sometimes housing 
the PO in the AWPS. Yet another interviewee pointed out that the police are very helpful in 
elite locations and more pliable to political influence in the less elite locations.  

Others were far more critical. 
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• The police record rape and dowry cases in the Community Service Register rather than 
as a First Information Report. People have to go to the Protection Officer to file a rape 
FIR. 

• The police are unaware of the laws and the sections of the IPC and CrPC. 

• The police may accompany them to a field visit but they do nothing even when people 
try to attack them.  

In the semi-urban site too, reviews were mixed. Overall, interviewees seemed to think that 
how helpful the police were depended on who was involved in the case. They are reluctant 
to spend time in enquiry and would rather forward the case to the PO. Rather than working 
in coordination with the government service providers, the police would rather side with 
influential people. The example provided was of informing a family if a child marriage was 
going to be stopped. One sympathetic reading was that the police are overloaded and do 
not have the time and human resources to spend on a case.  

On lawyers. 

In the rural site, government service providers had some good experiences with lawyers and 
the judicial system. However, one of them did comment that some lawyers neither know 
how the PWDVA functions nor what Protection Officers are meant to do.  

In the urban site, there was some scepticism about the professional ethics of lawyers, some 
of whom, one of them said, was doing their best to help the people. Two of the service 
providers were clear that there was no place for lawyers in counselling or the PO’s office. 
One counsellor said she did not allow lawyers to be present during the counselling session 
because they only confuse the couple even when counselling had gone well. She clarified 
that she was not obliged to let the lawyer sit there or to give them an account of what was 
said in the session.  

One urban provider said that many lawyers are money-minded. Government law college 
graduates, in her view, were more ethical and serious about the profession but with the 
proliferation of private colleges, we have lawyers who paid a lot for their education and 
learnt little. She alleged that they indulged in criminal activities, katta panchayattu and out 
of court settlements. They do not help people from the weaker sections of society. They 
want to make money as soon as they start practice.  

Semi-urban providers too complained about lawyers. Although the PWDVA does not 
provide for the involvement of lawyers, lawyers do involve themselves and fight her on 
being involved with counselling and order implementation. Sometimes they interrupt and 
instruct the provider on just doing their job; in this instance, the instruction was not to 
promote a reunion. They do take up for aggrieved women except within their family, said 
one person.  

On medical practitioners 

In the rural site, the interviewees were generally positive about the doctors they interact 
with. One mentioned referrals from the Government Hospital (GH); another mentioned that 
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doctors in a nearby hospital refer people to her as ‘the office for women’; and another 
mentioned that nurses who had undergone training programmes shared the 181 helpline 
number with women in villages so that they could seek help. Doctors help with filing Medico 
Legal Cases (MLC) and producing reports for survivors with physical wounds. Another 
person mentioned that doctors advise victims to get a wound certificate for the treatment 
obtained as it would be useful later. In private hospitals, the provider said she was able to 
get an outpatient sheet stating there was an assault by a known or unknown person.  

Medical practitioners are important because they refer cases who are victims of violence 
and they play a role in documenting assault such as with Accident Reports in the case of 
physical assault, urban interviewees said. The challenge, one person said, was that doctors 
do not record that it was an assault by the husband. They normalize some injuries and 
document assault only when it is life-threatening. Medical treatment expenses are 
reimbursed under PWDVA if women submit bills.  

In the semi-urban site, only one person had anything to say about doctors and that was to 
say that sometimes hospitals will not admit women with domestic violence injuries without 
a referral from the District Social Welfare Officer.  

On NGOs 

In the rural site, service providers readily listed NGOs they have worked with. They said they 
had worked with them during field investigations, for overnight accommodation and to 
transport the petitioner for court hearings. The PO has also had them serve the summons. 
Another person said the district had a Review Taskforce Committee that met every three 
months and that three NGOs served on that.  

Half the urban site interviewees did not have anything to say about NGOs. One mentioned a 
denominational NGO that works with the PO and has their own support team, to which she 
has done referrals. NGOs were regarded as helpful at creating awareness of services and the 
181 helpline. NGO shelters are used by government service providers (rather than 
government shelters).  

In the semi-urban site, an NGO did the work of the PO before one was appointed, including 
filing the Domestic Incident Report and serving summons and orders. NGO shelters are 
widely utilized by government providers.  
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Figure 4.14: Roles and Responsibilities (In their words)  

Role  Beyond DV Services  Responsibilities, Capacity And Hurdles  

Rural 

Protection Officer  Dowry enquiry; Senior 
Citizens Relief Measures. 

• The PO is appointed and supervised by the District Magistrate (DM). 

• She carries out the directives of the DM on domestic violence cases. 

• She works with petitioners from filing the Domestic Incident Report; to filing a 
petition; to getting then medical help, counselling, shelter for the survivor and 
children, free legal aid; and administering summons.  

Other government 
service provider (OSC 
Administrator) 

Child marriage, inter-caste 
issues, forced marriage. 

Responsibilities: 

• The One Stop Centre administrator is responsible for the monitoring of 181 calls 
in the district to help women in distress. 

• The entire OSC staff are involved but the Administrator is the first line of help, 
followed by case workers and counsellors.  

• They inform the local police to protect and secure the survivor. In emergencies 
and risky/critical cases like child marriage or where caste is involved, the OSC 
Admin is present. Otherwise, case workers usually go.  

• They advise the woman to come to their office for individual or family 
counselling. 

• When they handle domestic violence cases, they forward them to the Protection 
Officer if the survivor needs legal remedies. 

Capabilities and Challenges: 

• OSC has a travel allowance (in petty cash) but no office transport. They have to 
hire a vehicle and driver. They used to have a driver but now they have been 
allocated a security guard. It is hard to trust drivers and sometimes, drivers do 
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not wait for them to finish their work in the villages. A vehicle and staff driver 
are their main needs. 

• Reimbursements are promptly done and they are hiring more case workers.  

Counsellor  
 

Responsibilities: 

• Individual and family counselling is her primary responsibility.  

• After the caseworker does preliminary case detail gathering, the victim is invited 
alone or with her family for the first counselling session.  

o If medical support is required initially, that is provided. 
o In the first sitting (full observation) along with the OSC admin, they will begin 

the counselling. But in critical cases the OSC Administrator herself does the 
counselling.  

o In the first sitting, the survivor is provided with a free space to vent.  
o She said that support and empathy are the only way to establish trust with the 

victims. 
o The OSC staff file an initial information sheet which is the basis of their support 

to the victim. 

• She helps case workers file reports and correlate them with her counselling 
reports. 

Capabilities and Challenges: 

• When husbands are called for counselling, they bring a lot of people to support 
their claim as if it's a police station.  

Case Worker, One 
Stop Centre  

Child marriage rescue Responsibilities: 

• To conduct spot and field visits following a 181 call.  
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• OSC Administrator allocates cases and the spot enquiry has to be completed 
within a week and a primary report submitted. 

• If the case is serious, they inform the local police station.  

• The case report is given to the counsellor as background briefing to the case. 

• If the victim cannot travel to the OSC, the counsellor provides on-site 
counselling.  

• Everyone at the OSC is qualified to counsel.  

• She said 4 to 5 phone counselling sittings will be given if required. 

• Domestic violence and child marriage rescues are referred to a Swadhar Home.  

• Follow-up calls are difficult to trace, so she either directly goes to the field in 
person or will send another person to verify.  

• She also mentioned they have to make sure the problem is solved for the case 
to be closed after several follow ups.  

Urban 

Chair, Tamil Nadu 
Women’s Commission  

She said they receive a 
variety of cases via 
petition, though maximum 
cases recorded are related 
to DV, Dowry and 
Harassment cases. 

 

• This is a post with an honorarium (INR 50,000) and she has no additional 
responsibilities. She is reimbursed for travel but must incur the cost first.  

• She receives more than a thousand petitions (minimum 50 a day) but is unable 
to give an order that is enforceable.  

• Tuesdays and Fridays are Summons days. They do enquiries and counselling and 
have in-house legal staff.  

• She also gets referrals from NGOs.  

• She does not have any facilities. Her minimal office staff are seated at a distance 
in the building and cannot interact with them. She gets very little cooperation 
from other government departments. 

Protection Officer    • They help the victim prepare the petition, making sure it fits within the scope of 
the PWDVA and they focus on what the victim needs. They conduct a 
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preliminary enquiry and arrange the relief requested by the woman (monetary/ 
residence/ protection). They also arrange temporary custody of the child.  

• In the semi-urban setting where she used to work, 20-30% of cases received 
could be closed in the preliminary enquiry, but in the urban setting, women 
expect to go to court and they usually file multiple cases (divorce and domestic 
violence). Wanting the abuser to face punishment, they are unwilling to settle 
amicably at the initial stage itself.  

• Petitioners submit their documents and reports which are forwarded to the 
concerned magistrate and the police station jurisdiction. The woman will be 
directed to legal aid or shelter or medical assistance or counselling. Sometimes 
the petitioner asks for counselling for both petitioner and respondent.  Under 
these circumstances they send a petition to the court and do the counselling 
under court mandate. She said that the court expects them to act on the 
mandate and deliver it to the petitioner.  

• The specialty of the PWDVA is the Residential order (she is entitled to continue 
to live in the shared household with the husband) which is implemented with 
the help of the concerned police station and execute the order. If there are 
problems a second report is submitted to the court. 

• Another part of their work is to spread awareness, for instance, in schools, 
colleges and panchayats.  

Other government 
service provider  

Scheme (central and state 
department wise) Policies 
via NITI Ayog.  

 Policy implementation 

Counsellor  Senior citizen and women-
related cases; Also, a 
member of the Local 
Committee. Handles RTI 
queries. 

• Handle sensitive cases for people for all walks of life. 

Challenges:  

• When lawyers are involved, there is no resolution without a court case. 

• People try to influence the outcome. 
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• They do not have a separate, private room for counselling.  

Protection Officer    Expanded above 

Semi-urban 

Other government 
service provider  

  • Do not have an office of their own.  

• Take up duties assigned by the Collector in addition to their own. 

Protection Officer  
 

• Her primary responsibility is to analyse the needs of the aggrieved woman and 
guide her.  

• She is also interested in the implementation of the Sexual Harassment of 
Women at Workplace (Prevention, Prohibition and Redressal) Act, 2013. 

Counsellor  
 

• She first asks the woman if it was her decision to approach the court. She 
considers advocates and parents a hurdle to her counselling work! She also said 
that women themselves are not discreet about their counselling sessions.  

• She is concerned about the woman’s future and the impact of the case on her 
life. “How will she live in society? How will she explain her decisions to her 
children?” She feels it is her job to clarify these to the women who approach 
her. There is no point in their insisting on what has already happened and its 
rights and wrongs.  

• The purpose of counselling is to reunite people who come for a divorce. She 
teaches them to solve problems step by step. Those who go from here go with 
clarity. They do not get divorced.  

• Her approach is to speak clearly to people without confusing them. She loves 
her job—to speak with fellow-humans and give them remedies satisfies her soul. 
They come to her without clarity but go back enlightened.  

• She does phone counselling as well.  
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Other government 
service provider  

 
• 181 calls are received by her office. They report to the DSWO or CWC. When 

there are emergency cases, the OSC Case Workers go to the field.  

• She has a car driver (two shifts) 24/7; 3 shifts of case workers and 2 shifts of 
multipurpose workers.  

• On occasion, they still have been too short-staffed to send people to a case 
when there was a call.  

• She feels unable to bring awareness on sexual relations.  

• Training on content and delivery are needed.  

Counsellor  
 

• The case worker determines whether the victim or family require counselling 
and makes a referral to the counsellor. 

• She is now handling both roles—case worker and senior counsellor. Technically, 
the case worker goes on spot visits but counselling can be done both online and 
offline. 

• They do need more human resources and case workers are being hired. 

• The biggest challenge in her job is to bring the person out of their depression.  

• Sometimes she too internalises their trauma and will take a couple of hours to 
recover.  
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HEALTH CARE PROVIDERS AND WORKERS  

Even before survivors seek out help to ameliorate or exit an abusive situation, they are likely 
to visit health care providers seeking help for physical or psychosomatic conditions that may 
arise from their experience. The health caregiver’s sensitivity as well as their ability to 
provide helpful advice or referrals might determine the course of action adopted by the 
survivor. To this end we interviewed thirteen individuals across the three sites. Nine of them 
work primarily in government healthcare settings and four in private. Several work in 
hospitals and also private practice. 

Of the interviewees, nine were doctors (2 gynaecologists, one surgeon, one psychiatrist, one 
emergency ward physician, one working in a primary health care centre); two were nurses 
(one in a rural health care centre) and one was a counsellor attached to the community 
health care unit of a major teaching hospital.  

Training 

Fig 4.15: Do you have and training to deal 
with domestic survivors?  

NO  11 

YES 2 

 

Most of the health care providers we interviewed stated they had received no specialized 
training. A couple mentioned training in counselling, another in dealing with the issues faced 
by adolescent girls.  

One doctor said he had attended Integrated Mental Health Service trainings at the National 
Institute of Mental Health and Neuro Sciences (NIMHANS) which was on domestic violence 
and child abuse. He has sought out other online and offline learning modules.  

Another doctor rued that policy-makers do not understand why it is important to train 
doctors in this work. They are the first line of help and not psychiatrists, he held. There is no 
screening at hospitals because nurses and doctors fail to probe. Domestic violence is 
recorded as merely an injury and the result is a lack of data. 

What would be most useful for doctors to learn about domestic violence?  

• Mental health assessments 

• Trauma support 

• Legal awareness 

• How to help domestic violence victims 

• Information about NGOs, especially those providing specialist services 

• Information about help options—NGOs, counsellors or government officials 
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Fees 

Fig 4.16: Do medical practitioners 
generally charge DV victims?  

YES 4 

NO 8 

Total 12 

 

Fig 4.17: If YES, how much do medical 
practitioners generally charge for a DV 
case?  

Did not say 6 

less than Rs. 500 4 

Rs. 500-999 2 

Total 12 

 

Understanding Domestic Violence   

How do you define domestic violence? 

Responses to this question are arranged by site and summarised here. 

Rural: 

• A government doctor said she had no idea about domestic violence but saw teenage 
girls being abused. She however, also mentioned that patients suffer due to dowry 
(demands) and a heavy workload—even when they are sick.  

• According to a gynaecologist, domestic violence consisted of the husband physically 
abusing his wife, using abusive language, threatening or attacking her with a weapon 
or assaulting his pregnant wife when drunk.  

• A surgeon attributed family violence to financial issues and his examples included: 
the daughter-in-law claiming the property and abusing the mother-in-law or the wife 
abusing the husband’s siblings for the property. [Interesting that both his examples 
cast the daughter-in-law as the abuser.] 

• A nurse defined as violence men addicted to alcohol abusing their wives when they 
are drunk.  

Urban:  

• A primary health centre nurse said that inflicting physical, mental or emotional pain 
on a person and dominating them was domestic violence. 
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• A doctor defined domestic violence as breaching the physical, mental or sexual 
freedom of another person.  

• An emergency ward doctor said that any form of abuse of women was violence.   

• A gynaecologist said domestic violence was physical, mental, emotional or sexual 
abuse of a person of either gender.  

Semi-urban:  

• A primary health centre nurse said domestic violence includes mental and verbal 
abuse as well as rape and assault.  

• A mental health professional defined domestic violence as an act that affects an 
individual emotionally, mentally and physically that causes an injury. 

• A primary health centre doctor said that domestic violence was mental. emotional, 
physical, verbal and sexual torture against women.  

• According to a doctor in private practice, domestic violence included verbal abuse 
and structures on a woman’s freedom of speech, choice and mobility. 

Explaining domestic violence 

The health care providers seemed to have given less thought to the question of why 
domestic violence. The three most frequently cited reasons were financial issues including 
dowry, substance abuse—specifically alcohol and psychological and behavioural factors 
such as stress and anger. Suspicion was also mentioned by a few interviewees.  

The woman’s relationship with her in-laws was another important factor, where one person 
mentioned the patrilineal culture of having to adhere to the husband’s family’s traditions 
and ways and another mentioned problems instigated by in-laws. Having to gratify male 
egos was listed by one person while another said families sometimes give up on the men 
and stop questioning them. One person mentioned natal family violence.  

Women’s obstinacy and lack of patience were found by one interviewee to explain violence. 
Women go to the police without trying to resolve the dispute, said one counsellor. She felt 
that educated women feel they can manage without anyone but they must understand their 
role as a wife and that it is a man’s world.  

A couple of others pointed to child marriage and girls widowed very young as explanations/ 
triggers.  

A rural doctor said lack of awareness in rural areas was a cause of domestic violence.  

COVID-19 Impact 

The impact of the pandemic on the nature of domestic violence and experiences of victims 

Health care providers had different readings on the frequency of domestic violence during 
the pandemic and why. Their observations give us a better understanding of why they think 
domestic violence happens than what happened during the pandemic. 
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About half the interviewees thought that violence had increased during the pandemic. They 
had three explanations for this. The first was that people had no work and stayed home in 
close confinement. The second was that unemployment led to financial stress and this 
caused violence. The third explanation was also an observation—that help-seeking would 
have been really difficult when there was no privacy to speak and the perpetrator was 
around. Further to this, one person pointed out that during the lockdown, as health 
workers, they were fully occupied with the pandemic and unavailable to offer any help 
outside of that.  

Those who believed that domestic violence would have reduced during the pandemic 
attributed this to the closure of Tamil Nadu State Marketing Corporation Limited (TASMAC) 
outlets which hold a monopoly on legal sales of alcohol within the state. One person said 
that men had more important problems than the ones they had with their wives.  

More positively, one interviewee said that with children too being at home, the family had 
the opportunity to spend time together. One doctor pointed to a rise in pregnancies and 
childbirth, concluding from this that there was no peak in violence.  

One person was unsure and one person felt that things were about the same.  

Pandemic impact on support for domestic violence victims 

The pandemic naturally had a significant impact on the ability of health care providers to 
support domestic violence victims. The nature and degree of impact was partly determined 
by role as nurses, doctors or specialists.  

The specialists--a surgeon and gynaecologists—did not see any change in their work during 
the pandemic. The hospital was open and they were working for all emergencies; only 
elective surgeries and treatments were stopped. One gynaecologist began by saying the 
pandemic had not affected their work. She then described what happened: assault cases 
and suspected COVID-19 cases were admitted into the same ward. Upon confirmation, 
COVID patients would be shifted, having exposed others to the risk of infection. Doctors 
would tell patients not to pick fights that would bring them to the hospital, according to one 
interviewee. Another gynaecologist described online consultations, saying it was difficult to 
read the patient’s body language or ask personal questions because the doctor might not 
know who was nearby.  

Hospitals were closed, according to a doctor in the semi-urban site, making it hard for 
doctors to treat injuries. Another doctor said that she hadn’t received any domestic violence 
cases during the pandemic because people were afraid to step out of their homes because 
of COVID-19 and especially hospitals as COVID hotspots. Only acute ailments like heart 
attacks received treatment. An emergency ward doctor reinforced the fact that people were 
afraid to come to hospitals but in his view, there was no pandemic impact. One physician 
said that not only were patients advised not to come to hospitals, they also did not have the 
money for treatment and if they stepped out, they had no way to get to hospitals.  
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A mental health officer said that they were assigned to COVID-19 duties, seven days on duty 
and seven off. Funding for mental health patients stopped, as did delivery of medicines to 
health centres. They were unable to counsel or comfort patients who approached them.  

The job of the Village Health Nurse involves door-to-door visits to women but this was 
impaired by travel and safety restrictions. She could neither take public transport nor ask 
anyone for a lift. Over and above the growing backlog, they were also asked to handle 
pandemic-related work such as COVID-19 surveys, creating vaccine awareness and 
administering vaccinations. Another last-mile provider, a doctor, said that it was hard to 
spend time comforting patients and they simply diagnosed, prescribed medicines and sent 
patients away. 

While the health care providers did not directly answer the question about how the 
pandemic affected their capacity to aid domestic violence victims, their answers 
demonstrate that there was little room for this even to be a concern for them. Incidental to 
their main professional work, victim support was further sidelined in this period.  

Other services provided  

Beyond their actual individual training and mandate, all the health care providers counselled 
their patients as a way to comfort them and to build a rapport with them. Beyond that, they 
would do referrals for professional counselling or therapy; legal assistance and the Social 
Welfare Department, as necessary. Untrained and often lacking sensitivity to gender 
concerns, in their description of their counselling we heard one nurse say that they will 
advise a woman on ‘how to avoid the problem.’ One doctor said the counselling would 
“start with beautiful memories and proceed further with saving the marriage.”  

Reach and Referrals 

Fig 4.18? How do you get domestic violence 
cases? 

Referral police 4 

Referral NGO 1 

Referral lawyer 2 

Referral via other healthcare 
institutions 3 

Women approach direct to my 
clinic/hospital  12 

Other 3 

Total 13 
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Other referral routes described: 

• From the doctor’s clinic to the Government Hospital for psychiatric counselling 

• Women go to the private hospital hospitals for first aid but come to the Government 
Hospital for treatment, where they register their complaint in the Accident Register 
system. Private hospitals do not keep records. 95% of patients go straight to the 
Government Hospital. Rape and assault cases are brought by the police. There had 
been no referrals by NGOs or Protection Officers in his experience.  

• Referrals came for mental health services through the Collector’s office, the 
Protection Officer, Social Welfare Department, District Child Protection Officer, Block 
Medical Officer, Primary Health Centre and Village Health Nurse. “They will send a 
message on the group” suggests the existence of a communication network in the 
semi-urban site at least. They also devote one day a week to special camps for 
treatment and awareness raising.  

• People learn about services through community programmes. 

Asked about referrals they made to other services, the health care providers interviewed 
mostly made counselling and psychiatric referrals or referrals to non-health services like the 
police, social welfare department or child protection department. One person mentioned 
helpline services.  

Complaints 

Fig 4.19: What type of injuries do you treat in case of 
DV survivors?  

Physical 12 

Emotional/ Psychological 10 

Sexual 8 

Total Responses 12 

Invited to describe in greater detail, health care providers offered a catalogue of cruelty.  

Most patients came to health care providers with physical injuries. Reproduced here are 
narrated to us, here is their listing: injuries from being hit by a stick or hand; contusions,  
abrasions, lesions and concussion; scratch marks from nails; bite injuries; cigarette butt 
burns; injuries from shoulder punches and hair pulling; muscle injuries; ear injuries because 
the husband slapped them; burns; heat burns; lacerations; bruises; beer bottle insertion in 
private parts; broken bones and limbs; broker jaw; head injuries; blood clots; punched faces 
and eyeballs; injuries from being hit on the head; tongue hitting; redness due to beating;  

Injuries from violence during pregnancy include consumption of petrol during pregnancy 
and being kicked in the stomach by the husband. Unmarried girls come with abdominal pain 
and are found to be pregnant (possibly statutory rape). Pregnant women report that the 
baby is not moving; antenatal mothers are often abused and forced to have sex. Husbands 
insist on sexual intercourse right through the pregnancy. Women might be forced to abort 
the foetus if the baby is reported (illegal) or thought to be a girl. Women might ask nurses to 
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advise and persuade the husband and in-laws to send her to her parents’ home until her 
delivery. One nurse said that domestic violence is the cause for many maternity deaths and 
men easily escape punishment for their part in this.  

Emotional and verbal abuse takes place in the hospital itself as the victim is not allowed to 
meet her natal family members or children.  

One psychiatrist made the connection between substance abuse and violence. Initially, he 
said, there would not be an issue but when the substance begins to affect, they will become 
suspicious. Substance abuse comes with a high risk of impotency and lack of sexual intimacy 
leads to suspicion. This can make abusers aggressive, irritable and prone to mood swings. 
Intoxication is blamed for the abuse.  

The health care providers acknowledged that victims of domestic violence always suffer 
mental and psychological trauma and as medical helpers, they provide comfort and support. 
The experience of abuse can result in personality changes, relationship and trust issues and 
Obsessive Compulsive Disorder. The survivor may be emotionally unstable and depressed 
which can make her attempt suicide. Furthermore, they may resist treatment; one person 
gave the example of a survivor who attempted suicide by consuming poison and would not 
let doctors do a stomach wash, until she was pinned down.  

Children who witness domestic violence are also impacted by it. They suffer during the 
violence because they are restricted and do not receive affection and their behavior is 
offered as an excuse for violence. When parents fight in front of them, some children stop 
speaking with their parents. They grow up to have trust issues and insecurity, and may 
suffer from Obsessive Compulsive Disorder. They do not want to get married and would 
rather be alone.  

Help Procedure / Work process 

We were interested in knowing how doctors and nurses maintained confidentiality, since 
this is an important element of good support services to domestic violence victims. We 
report their answers below. 

Fig 4.20: Keeping cases confidential 

Rural  

Doctor 

 

 

Doctors are strict about maintaining confidentiality. Women are 
afraid that if their husband or family know what they want to share, 
they will face more problems. If the patient wants to talk to her, she 
will send the husband or relatives out on some pretext. If she had 
training in counselling, she would have helped the patient without 
referrals.  

Gynaecologist  The hospital maintains confidentiality from the entry to exit point. 
They do not share information about the pregnant woman with 
anyone, especially when they share experiences of abuse.  
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There is a Records department where all files are maintained. Files 
can be located through the hospital admission number. If anyone 
wants the records, they have to be requisitioned through court 
orders. Even doctors need permission to check patient records.  

There are no other procedures for records maintenance.  

Surgeon There are strict rules about handling medical files.  

Accident Register entries can be seen only by the Inspector or Sub-
Inspector. The Wound Certificate in medico-legal cases is handed 
over only to the police. Patients and lawyers sometimes ask for a 
copy if they need to claim compensation in accidents or submit it in 
court. For this, they have to get court permission to collect them 
from the Medical Records Department. Even doctors cannot access 
them without the signature of the Chief Medical Officer. 

Village Health 
Nurse 

 

Maintaining confidentiality was part of nursing training. Village 
Health Nurses cannot maintain any form of record. They cannot 
share information even with relatives “without proper reasoning.”  

Urban   

Doctor  Confidentiality is the unspoken rule in the medical profession. No 
matter who the victim is or what their grievance may be, it will be 
treated confidentially. 

Emergency 
Ward Doctor 

Patient history is not shared with anyone except husband and 
parents.  

They maintain confidentiality and tell the husband not to share the 
information (with the patient if they are critically ill).  

Some information may be shared with doctors discussing the case. 

The Deputy Medical Superintendent is informed in the case of 
suicide. 

Gynaecologist Confidentiality is mandatory and we make sure the information is 
concealed from the family and the husband.  

Patient charts are coded so that a layman cannot understand the 
issue but the other medical professionals can without 
documentation (eg. HIV patients etc). 

Semi-Urban   

Primary Health 
Centre Nurse 

 

It is a challenge to make sure that the patient’s words do not leak 
out to their parents or relatives. So, she finds an indirect way to 
have the woman sent to her natal home.  

Patients are given individual identity cards. Nurses only handle 
details relevant to maternity cases. A few files are maintained in the 
locker room and the ones outside can be generally accessed.  
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Mental Health 
Officer 

 

 

 

They do not document anything without the patient’s consent 
because once it is documented, they have to inform the police.  

According to the Mental Healthcare (2017) Act, if the doctor does 
not inform the police within 7 days, the doctor is held liable.  

Government 
Primary Health 
Centre Doctor 

 

They treat the patient first and give them the option to file a 
medico-legal case.  

Women go first to the police when they need treatment. There is a 
separate room for private check-up and counselling. This ensure the 
grievance is confidential. 

They do not have file maintenance protocols but maintain a 
registration file on inpatients and outpatients.  

Doctor When the patient confides in the doctor, he tries to mediate and 
help parents understand the issues but only mentions injuries. He 
gives his private number to them. He does not take down personal 
details.  

Challenges of Help-Seeking 

We asked what challenges health care providers thought women faced in accessing medical 
assistance. Within the context of the health care system, none of them saw any barriers 
unique to health care. In government hospitals, treatment is free and access to doctors is 
easy, they said. They could not imagine denial of treatment. Where fees were required, that 
might be a hurdle, as well as access to transport getting to a hospital.  

Beyond the health care system, however, the most commonly mentioned challenge was 
societal stigma for help-seeking. The stigma of violence attaches to the victim/help-seeker 
and they might be afraid of being seen as “bad,” that is, deserving of abuse. This would be 
reinforced by their decision to take family problems beyond the home. The hesitation to 
speak about abuse is so great that one person said she has known patients to flee the 
hospital without telling anyone, with security searching for them. Women are afraid that 
speaking about abuse will result in the filing of a medico-legal case involving the police.  

Fear that they might tarnish the family’s image—the husband’s, as well as marital and natal 
families’—keeps women from seeking help. This would be reinforced by family advice and 
coercion. Women are not permitted to leave the home and talk to others about the abuse. 
They might be threatened and intimidated not to do so, or blackmailed emotionally. 
Families also normalize violence saying everyone is facing this.  

It is hard to get women to open up, one health care provider said. Women rarely talk about 
sexual abuse and will only speak about it when a doctor’s examination raises questions. 
Only when there is a relationship of trust, do they open up about brutal and forced sex.  
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Apart from reticence about matters sexual, which may be a cultural trait, women depend on 
their husbands or in-laws to bring them to the hospital. Even for pregnancy check-ups, they 
are escorted even as far as the examination area. One nurse from the semi-urban site this 
was especially true for Muslim women.   

Ignorance and lack of awareness, the absence of resource centres with information about 
help options and rights and lack of family support keep women from complaining about 
domestic violence. They are afraid of the consequences for their children and anxious that 
they will not be able to raise them alone. Finally, one person made the critical point, that 
women are doubtful of the efficacy of support options available.  

Challenges of providing help 

Fig 4.21: Do you face any hurdles in 
providing medical assistance that may 
affect survivors further? (If yes, please 
explain) 

NO  4 

YES 8 

Total 12 

 

Health care providers listed the following challenges: 

• It is hard to obtain the medical history of patients. 

• Sexual abuse can only be assessed by medical examination and the survivor has to be 
willing to undergo that. 

• Even if there is evidence of violent abuse, they cannot pinpoint it as domestic violence 
without the survivor also opening up.  

• The presence of a companion—who may be the abuser or complicit—does not allow 
victims to speak up to medical caregivers.  

• A very high workload means that doctors cannot devote as much time as a patient might 
need. Outreach and awareness work are also not possible in these circumstances. 

• Male doctors cannot spend time alone with female patients to probe without stigma. 

• Lack of awareness among health care providers about laws and support services 
available.  

Improvements required in medical provisions/procedures related to domestic violence 

• Improved awareness: Health care providers should be informed of support service 
options so they can make the right referrals. This includes knowing which sort of service 
provider addresses which type of gender-based violence.  

• Sensitivity training for health care providers: This will benefit patients and help medical 
workers identify possible victims. The MBBS curriculum should include training on how 
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to identify and treat domestic violence and other gender-based violence cases. It should 
include practice (mock) sessions on how to provide such treatment sensitively.  

• Health education for all family members: The development of apps, social media 
outreach and radio outreach were suggested. Pre-marital counselling for students was 
also suggested, including legal information.  

• Improvements in the health system: Three specific suggestions were made. First, 
vacancies should be filled because short-handed primary care centres struggle to offer 
services. Second, doctors should be taught to be open to counsel victims. Third, facilities 
such as private screening rooms should be created to give patients a chance to speak 
freely.  

• Treatment without delay: Doctors should treat assault and dowry cases immediately 
without waiting for the police to arrive but all authorities should act promptly. Many 
hospitals have a police post within their premises.  

• Better coordination within the support ecosystem so that each provider can know where 
to make referrals and get a prompt response.  

Domestic Violence and the Law 

PWDVA and its misuse 

About half the health care providers interviewed did not believe that misuse of PWDVA was 
common. They felt that medical evidence was important and could not be faked and 
therefore, this was a safeguard against misuse. Filing a complaint involved verification by a 
medical examination and there were many steps involved. If there was misuse, it was rare.  

Others were less sanguine. One said that while he had not come across misuse, he had 
heard about it on television. A rural nurse estimated that about 25% of the time, women 
were misusing the law. A female doctor in the same site said they would come across fake 
cases during investigations, where women will make false allegations to strengthen a case 
against relatives for property issues or where there is sibling rivalry.  

One provider was unaware of the law and two others had heard of it but did not know its 
provisions. One counsellor in the semi-urban site said awareness of the PWDVA had not 
reached villages as yet.  

Observations about the support ecosystem 

On NGOs 

All four of the rural health care providers who were asked for their opinion about NGOs who 
support domestic violence victims said they were not aware of any NGOs.  

In the urban site, a primary health care nurse said she had heard people mention NGOs and 
seen them in movies but was not personally aware of them. A doctor mentioned that a 
hospital she worked with had connections with NGOs that support orphans and women. She 
had a good opinion of them, she said, because they were doing good work. Another 
specialist said she was aware of many NGOs working to spread awareness but they should 
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work in coordination to reach the most people. The one male provider in the urban site—an 
emergency ward physician--was unaware of NGOs.  

Most of the five health care providers interviewed in the semi-urban site said NGOs played a 
small part in their district. They were focused on other issues than serving domestic violence 
victims. Of the other two, one misunderstood the question and the other said that the 
government should organize NGOs and use their resources.  

On Protection Officers 

Of the twelve health care providers we asked, ten were unaware of the existence of 
Protection Officers.  

Two, a nurse in the rural site and a psychiatrist in the semi-urban were aware of PWDVA. 
The nurse said she could not name the Protection Officer. The psychiatrist said he had had 
no contact with the PO and did not know the office came under the provisions of the Act. He 
and another doctor from the same site were more familiar with the Social Welfare 
department.  

These, as well as the 181 helpline were better known.  

On Lawyers 

Lawyers received a mixed report from health care providers. Some approved of them, 
saying they help women get a divorce and justice; they provide free legal help; suggest 
solutions; and they provide counselling, referring medical cases to doctors. One specialist 
said that if the lawyer is socially aware, they will work to get justice for women. The view 
was that lawyers would do their work as professionals and not go beyond that.  

Three of the health care providers did not know much about lawyers. 

On the Police 

Most health care providers had something to say about the police. 

In the rural site, one person gave them a resounding endorsement: the police provide 
“100% help.” Another said the relationship between police and doctors is limited to the 
wound certificate. Another described her impression of the police’s role—they provide 
counseling and mediation in the police station until the abuse crosses a threshold. Police 
complaints do not always end up in court. The last person was more negative—the police 
try solve cases haphazardly just to close them. If they made an example of one perpetrator, 
people in that area would be too afraid to commit violence.  

In the urban site, the police were described as helpful, alert, and doing their job. Again, in 
one person’s description, they were said to begin with counselling and trying to patch up 
their relationship. If the violence is severe, they would take stringent action. Another person 
thought they took immediate action. A third doctor felt they are good at investigating 
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medico-legal cases. Finally, a specialist mentioned that some police, including women, 
believe that women should adjust within a marriage, no matter what. 

Only one person had no idea about the police in the semi-urban site. A nurse felt they do an 
adequate job with medico-legal cases. Another was sympathetic—they want to help but 
their workload is too large to spend time on cases. A third said it depended on individual 
officers—some are partial in their dealings and they do face the consequences of it. But 
most of the time they counsel both parties or refer them to counsellors (like this person). 

One doctor in private practice had a poor opinion about the police. They are lethargic, he 
said, and will ask women to adjust rather than helping her. They do not do referrals to the 
Social Welfare Department and have no interest in working in coordination. Nobody wants 
to cross the threshold of a police station.  
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LAWYERS 

About their practice 

Fig 4.22: How many years of experience 
do you have, as a lawyer? 

10-20 years 5 

20-30 years 4 

3-6 years 3 

Over 30 years 1 

Total responses 13 

 

Fig 4.23: What kind of 
consultation/service do you provide? 
(Civil/criminal - court cases/legal advice)  

Civil 12 

Criminal 12 

Legal Advice 11 

Other 6 

Total responses 13 

 

Two of the lawyers work with the law enforcement system and judiciary, one as a Legal 
advisor to the District Police Department and the other as Public Prosecutor. The lawyers 
handle a variety of cases pertaining to commercial and family law matters. Two of them 
mentioned human rights violations and writ petitions.  

 

Fig 4.24: Are you empanelled with DLSA?  

No 5 

Yes 8 

Total responses 13 

 

Fig 4.25: Do you work with any other 
organisations, such as NGOs/CSOs etc. to 
provide legal support?  

No 5 

Yes 8 

Total responses 13 
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All the lawyers except one were associated with NGO work, whether or not it related to 
domestic violence. These ranged from transgender rights, to child rights, to labour issues. 
One said he worked with the One Stop Centre. A couple were themselves associated with 
founding NGOs.  

Training 

Virtually none of the lawyers had been formally trained in the provisions of the PWDVA. A 
couple have attended women’s rights trainings, including one by the High Court. All the 
others have learnt on the job. One or two mentioned reading to stay up-to-date and 
working with NGOs in Tamil Nadu and outside. Despite the lack of training, based on 
experience alone, a couple of lawyers are now trainers and expert resource people in their 
own right.  

Fees 

All 13 lawyers interviewed said that lawyers (in general) do charge fees for domestic 
violence cases.  

Fig 4.26: If yes, how much do lawyers 
generally charge for a DV case?  

Rs. 1000 to 5000 6 

Rs. 5001 to 10,000 2 

Rs. 15001 and 
above 1 

Total responses 11 

 

Fig 4.27: Do you get any payment as a 
SLSA/DLSA lawyer from the government? 

No  4 

Prefer not to say  1 

Yes 8 

Total responses 13 

 

 

 



124 
 

Fig 4.28: Do the fees vary, what affects the 
fee? How do you decide what the fees are?  

Depends on the nature of the case 7 

Depends on the financial capacity of the 
client  8 

Depends on the duration of the case 5 

Experience of the lawyer 0 

Fees fixed by an organisation 0 

Fees fixed by the state (DLSA/SLWA 
lawyers) 2 

Other  1 

 

Bases of charges 

Rural: 

• What is charged depends on the financial capacity of the party. It costs Rs. 5000 at 
minimum to file a case and after that, the charges depend on proceedings and 
further filings. 

• Cases are charged based per day. 

• She does pro bono cases and does not pressure women to pay because it’s a family 
case.  

• Just typing up the papers costs around Rs. 5000, and charges vary from case to case.  

Urban: 

• For those who can afford it, the charges are a minimum of Rs. 2 lakhs. But there is no 
demand from women who cannot. People who will pay a male lawyer Rs. 5 lakhs for 
a divorce case will not pay the same fee to a female lawyer.  

• It depends on each lawyer whether they charge for each hearing or the entire case. 
She doesn't take a consolidated amount for cases, instead focus on the financial 
background of the client and changes the amount and way of pay accordingly. 

• The lawyer did not state his fees but said that even if he took a pro bono case, it was 
compulsory for clients to pay the documentation charges.  

• Charges for the entire case range from 20,000 to 1,00,000 rupees. 

• She charges a fee on a hearing-by-hearing basis, depending on their financial 
situation and location. She charges 500/- in the districts and 1000/- in the city. The 
client pays for any necessary travel.  

Semi-urban: 

• There is no charge for women from poor backgrounds.  
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• PWDVA cases do not require much legal expertise and he would only send his juniors 
to the magistrate’s court. It was beneath his calibre. 

• They charge according to the financial capacity of the women. There is no provision 
for a woman’s litigation expenses to be borne by the husband. They also do pro 
bono cases.  

• They take Rs. 5000/- from the client for documentation charges.  

Understanding Domestic Violence   

Despite their legal training, when asked how they defined domestic violence, most of the 
interviewed lawyers offered descriptions similar to interviewees in other categories. These 
mirrored the legal definition under the Protection of Women from Domestic Violence (2005) 
Act just as the others did.  

One female lawyer from the urban site offered us a broad definition of gender violence: 
“Any kind of violence against women. A violence caused by the perpetrator on the woman 
because she is a woman. It is gender-based violence. It can be physical, emotional, 
economical, psychological, sexual or any other type of abuse.”  

Some of the general descriptions that did not invoke the law were as follows: 

• Domestic violence happens when equality before the law and in the home are not 
adhered to and where there is dominance from one side of the relationship. Husband 
and wife must talk about their issues and reach an understanding instead of dominating 
and abusing each other. (Male, rural) 

• A girl should be happy in her home and not face family problems. If she is not in a 
peaceful environment, it is domestic violence. “Small-small issues should not be 
considered as domestic violence” [but the interviewee did not say what these might be]. 
(Female, rural) 

• When a husband exerts dominance over his wife, saying, “You must do as I say, you 
must listen to what I say!” and where there is vengeance and abuse, it is domestic 
violence. (Male, rural) 

• Domestic violence occurs when a woman's rights are violated or prohibited and when 
the help she seeks is refused. Domestic violence is when her humanity is disrespected. 
(Female, urban) 

• When members of the matrimonial home harass women emotionally, economically, 
sexually and physically, it counts as domestic violence. (Female, semi-urban) 

• She said abusing the girl physically, sexually, verbally and emotionally by the husband or 
by the in-laws is DV. (Female, semi-urban) 

 
A couple of the lawyers interviewed were able to relate the question to the law and draw on 
it directly to answer.  

• Domestic violence includes the physical, emotional, verbal and economic violence that a 
woman undergoes due to a man within the four walls, be it marriage, live-in or any form 
of relationship. Abuse faced by women due to parents, fathers, brothers are also 
domestic violence. She said though the act has a wider definition a very few cases are 
filed under it. (Female, urban) 
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• Based on the definition under the act, scolding, not providing food and economic abuse 
are also domestic violence. Anything against a woman's wish is violence. Domestic refers 
to the family so abuse that happens in a family relationship is covered. The lawyer once 
handled a case for a Muslim couple which was based on sexual coercion. (Male, semi-
urban). 

A small number of responses from male lawyers (one in each site) suggested that even 
lawyers remain unfamiliar with PWDVA. One told us that the Act was the same for both man 
and woman in a family—which is not the case since it is explicitly called the “Protection of 
Women from Domestic Violence” Act. Another told us that the Act replicated the Indian 
Penal Code but that the legislature wanted to make a special law to meet the increased 
caseload. A third lawyer, after describing domestic violence in what he called “layman’s 
terms,” said that it could not be described in a nutshell and that even advocates do not 
know the “proper explanation” of the term—only courts can interpret it and protect 
women. The semi-urban lawyer felt both that people were not aware of the Act and that it 
had had a very good impact on society.  

Why does domestic violence happen? 

About a third of the lawyers interviewed explained domestic violence in terms of systemic 
inequalities. One said pithily that inequality is the main reason for domestic violence. 
Patriarchy, that is, a male-dominated society with women who are raised to listen to men 
and have few choices, and the male ego’s will to exercise power over women, were one 
female lawyer’s explanation. Power is so structured in society that men feel they have the 
authority and right to suppress women. Though men and women are equal, society does 
not see it that way—for instance, the idea that women alone should do housework.  

A couple of lawyers listed explanations that included both triggers and factors—alcoholism, 
the mentality of men, suspicion, abuse by in-laws, curbing a daughter-in-law’s rights, 
misunderstandings, ego clashes, dowry and financial issues. One lawyer felt that financial 
abuse was the root of domestic violence cases when the husband is not earning or providing 
for the family or when there is a misunderstanding between the couple or their families.  

Four of the lawyers spoke at length about misunderstandings and bad relationships in a 
marriage.  

• Domestic violence happens when there is a lack of understanding between the 
couple. (Male, urban) 

• A woman is also a human being. Women who get married have some expectations 
but the husband is not as flexible as they expected. There must be understanding 
between a couple. Without that, the mother-in-law and husband might exercise 
power or be violent. Domestic violence is normalized in villages that need awareness 
programmes. (Male, rural.) 

• In the current generation, where both husband and wife are working, issues arise on 
both sides, whether it be promises made before marriage, misunderstandings 
between husband and wife or ego clashes that escalate from small fights. These 
become a major cause of violence. (Male, urban) 
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• Abuse does not happen because of work stress. Misunderstanding is the reason for 
domestic violence. The mother-in-law does not treat the daughter-in-law well and 
the daughter-in-law does not regard her parents-in-law as parents. Both sides are 
responsible. Wife instigates husband and mother instigates son. Alcohol is a tool for 
violence rather than the sole reason. (Male, semi-rural) 

• The husband’s family is the reason that women suffer. The family does not allow the 
wife to get close to her husband emotionally or sexually. Unmarried sisters become a 
pretext for keeping the couple apart. Dowry harassment is an issue. Impotency is 
also a reason for divorce and abuse, forcing unnatural sex on the woman. YouTube 
and pornographic sites have become a reason for sexual abuse. Alcohol becomes a 
pretext. Blaming a woman for her housekeeping or child-rearing is an excuse. 
(Female, semi-urban) 

One female lawyer from the urban site said that women nowadays are also assertive and 
some are at fault. Betrayal happens on both sides. Men cannot accept a woman questioning 
them. Only physical violence is portrayed as violence; mental violence and isolation are 
never revealed. She felt that awareness programmes teach women Do’s and Don’ts, good 
touch-bad touch, but they should reach out to men and teach them how to act and how to 
treat women. Society’s thinking must change in order to end violence.  

Finally, in response to this question, one male lawyer from the semi-urban site made the 
statement that there was no specific law that addressed and penalised the harassment 
faced by woman in a domestic relationship. Only IPC Section 498A and the sections against 
dowry death were available. 

COVID-19 Impact 

Rural lawyers had the least to say about the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on domestic 
violence prevalence and their ability to support victims. One stated he did have enough 
experience to say. The other three agreed that incidence of domestic violence had become 
more common in this time. It was difficult for women to seek help. One male lawyer stated 
that courts and police stations were closed [the latter is unlikely but they were hard to 
access in a lockdown] and mentioned that online trials were not success in the rural area 
because senior lawyers were not technically knowledgeable.  

Among urban lawyers, there was a distinct gender divide. The women lawyers were clear 
that domestic violence had become more common. A Muslim woman lawyer mentioned 
that it had become more common to see cases where the husband forced the wife out of 
the house; the husband re-married; the husband divorced the wife (triple talaq) or the wife 
was not allowed to see her children. Another mentioned a women, married for over 20 
years, who now faced abuse. A third attributed the rise in domestic violence to the changed 
situation in the household (her words are paraphrased): Men stayed at home and worked. 
The homemaker's workload increased drastically. Women had to do their [professional] and 
simultaneously make tea, lunch and snacks, etc. Moreover, they had to look after the 
elderly, taking care of their requirements. This lawyer also flagged issues relating to forced 
sex and pregnancy.  
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Male lawyers in the urban setting were more sceptical about connecting the pandemic to 
any change in domestic violence prevalence. One said categorically that he had not 
witnessed anything and he did not believe there was any change. The other said one could 
not come to such a conclusion without a report or study. In his view, the lockdown gave 
couples an opportunity to spend more time with each other. 

Among the lawyers in the semi-urban site, only one believed violence had not increased. His 
reasons: alcohol consumption declined, men could not roam around and came to appreciate 
the family bond. Two lawyers (one male, one female) believed that confinement led to an 
increase in domestic violence and the other said, she had heard of this but her clients did 
not bring this complaint to her.  

Impact on legal support for victims 

Male lawyers answered our question about the impact of the pandemic on their work to 
support victims as being about the pandemic impact on their professional lives. This, in 
itself, is telling. They commented that junior lawyers would have been affected more than 
senior lawyers whose caseloads remained the same. One male rural lawyer appreciated the 
efficiency of online filing of cases, but said his court life was affected. Another said he was 
unable to go out and meet clients, cases piled up and he could not keep up with schedules. 
He was under stress due to both his workload and financial issues.  

Women lawyers in the urban and semi-urban sites seemed to understand the question 
more clearly. They listed three main challenges: the inability to rescue women in the 
moment of violence; the inability of women to reach lawyers and lawyers to reach courts 
due to the lockdown, and the learning curve of online processes and their limitations. To 
elaborate:  

• Direct rescue was not possible.  

• Going to the court was not possible for health reasons. 

• Mediation and advisory services were provided over the phone, giving temporary 
relief. 

• Communication was a problem as women could not approach lawyers. With the first 
relaxation, one female lawyer in the urban site reported that she received several 
calls.  

• Technological solutions like virtual hearings were there for emergency cases and bail 
procedures but it took time to adapt and learn.  

• Online filing was not efficient initially and it was hard in the semi-urban site to file 
emergency orders.  

• The District Legal Authority in the semi-urban site formed a committee with a 
helpline for counselling and mediation.  

• In the semi-urban site, one lawyer reported reaching out to women through the 
police.  
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Reach and Referrals 

Fig 4.29: How many women approach you 
per month in case of domestic violence? 
(as a DLSA lawyer v/s private practitioner)  

1 woman 2 

2 to 4 women  5 

5 to 10 women 3 

11 to 20 women 2 

Over 20 women  1 

Total responses 13 

 

What are the advantages and challenges you face as a DLSA lawyer and as a private lawyer? 

Only a few lawyers answered this question. There did not seem any particular advantages or 
disadvantages to private practice, with reference to domestic violence cases.  

Contrasting domestic violence and divorce cases one lawyer said the latter were easier 
because both Taluk (Block) and Magistrate courts could handle them  

The challenges related to jurisdiction issues, enforcement of orders, difficulty of recovering 
jewellery in the absence of records and a smaller number of Mahila Courts in the districts. 
Some lawyers who handle domestic violence cases face threats and are also offered bribes. 
Women lawyers are at an advantage because women will approach and speak to them 
more easily.  

A couple of the women lawyers, in urban and semi-urban sites, described DLSA work as an 
opportunity to serve the marginalized because those who come through DLSA cannot afford 
fees. The city lawyer said 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. She 
also said that the system of work was rigid, there were multiple roadblocks and hurdles to 
process a case and the hierarchy intervenes at multiple stages. Besides, one cannot earn a 
livelihood through DLSA work. 
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Fig 4.30: In your experience, do women 
explore any other ways to resolve their 
problem before approaching you? 
Especially informal ways such as 
mediation through a senior/influential 
person etc 

Friends 7 

Family  8 

Religious leaders/ gurus 0 

Community Elders 7 

Police 8 

No, they come straight to me 0 

Others 3 

Elaborating on this question, one male lawyer from the rural site estimated that only 2-
3/100 cases come directly to a lawyer. Other perspectives on this question: 

• In rural areas, marriages are arranged between friends, relatives and neighbours. 
Problems are usually settled between family elders.  

o The lawyer asks clients to file a case in the nearby AWPS or forward the cases to 
Protection Officers in order that there is an official record of domestic violence 
whether it be physical abuse or dowry issues.  

o Even if the woman has not gone to the police yet, he insists on a case being filed 
before handling the legal case.  

o He believes that families should mediate the issue themselves in a fair manner; 
advocates should not try to make money (as they do). 

• Nearest relatives are the first to be involved. 

• A lot of people favour private mediation.  

• A woman lawyer from the semi-urban site said that women stay and adjust until matters 
reach a certain point, when they will approach either the court or the police station.  

o The police are dismissive and insulting, making comments like ‘act like a woman,’ 
‘talk like a woman’ or ‘are you even from a good family?’. They suggest that this 
is not adequate reason to come to the police.   

• Women first go to their parental home for a resolution (panchayattu or mediation). If 
that does not bear results, they decided whether to go to the police or lawyers. They will 
often first go to the police station and then approach a lawyer and the court. Muslims 
approach the Jamaat, Christians the church and the local priest and others, their family 
and village elders. 

• Women hesitate to go to the police station and always need a “middle man” like their 
parents or relatives. Within families, no one is interested in counselling couples any 
more. Unaware of the PWDVA, village women approach men they know within the 
village and that is fruitless. Trained counsellors should be empanelled. In the absence of 
trained mediators, a solvable issue will be magnified. The third party should help the 
person understand the issue rather than shaming the couple or making it an ego battle. 
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Going to the police or court in the initial stages  makes matters worse. It is better to go 
to a counsellor.  

• If women were aware of the PWDVA, they would approach a lawyer straightaway. If not, 
they will seek help from their parents, relatives, extended village community, panchayat, 
naattaamai (elder) or police station. 

• Only villagers approach panchayats. When women villagers approach police stations, 
they are asked to resolve their issues with their panchayat leaders.  

 

Complaints 

Male lawyers we interviewed were dismissive of domestic violence complaints, trivializing 
them. One (rural site) said domestic violence happened more 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. Another from the semi-urban site held 
that no domestic violence case was filed voluntarily; rather, they are filed as a counter-
attack when the husband files for divorce. The Act is further diluted in his view when the 
husband’s family are listed as respondents. Domestic violence cases are filed in order to 
threaten husbands.  

A more sympathetic reading was that as women have less understanding of the world than 
men, men have a pretext to exploit them.  

Lawyers listed the following familiar grievances, reported here in summary: 

• Women came having experienced a combination of forms of abuse—physical, 
sexual, emotional/ mental and economic. 

• Dowry-related and economic abuse. 

• Physical abuse. 

• The husband’s extra-marital affair or second marriage. 

• Emotional abuse because the woman has not had a child. 

• Sexual harassment and abuse: by the father-in-law; asking about previous sexual 
experience; forced sex, insertion of foreign body, checking virginity by checking the 
intactness of hymen or lack of sex. 

• Relationship issues: inferiority complex in the husband about the girl’s looks and 
education; ego clashes; impotence; suspicion; abuse by the mother-in-law; the 
husband and wife being kept apart.  

• Verbal and emotional abuse. 

One lawyer said women usually seek protection orders, residential orders or maintenance. 
Most women have 2-3 cases underway simultaneously—domestic violence, custody, 
divorce, etc.  
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Help Procedure 

Fig 4.31: In general, what are the legal 
measures you take?  

PWDVA 8 

CRPC for maintenance 8 

IPC 498A 6 

File for divorce 8 

Custody of children 7 

Divorce on the grounds of cruelty 8 

Other 2 

 

Further comments and explications of these answers: 

• Other measures used include: Protection Orders and Residence Orders under PWDVA; 
other intermediate orders or filing of documents to the police as part of a First 
Information Report or to the Protection Officer; petitions related to the Hindu Marriage 
Act--divorce, restitution of conjugal rights, judicial separation, guardianship. 

• IPC 498A is invoked only for extremely abusive cases with the intention of obtaining a 
punishment for the perpetrator. It is time-consuming and therefore, not a preferred 
route.  

• Elderly people file complaints for maintenance under the Code of Criminal Procedure 
Section 125. (This can also be invoked by abandoned wives.) 

• Dowry harassment cases are criminal cases filed with the police. The Public Prosecutor 
appears for women and defence lawyers for the accused.  

• Medico-legal cases, filed in hospitals.  

• One lawyer said she had not filed custody cases because the husband usually leaves 
children with their mother. If the woman has children, she does not advice divorce. She 
only advises filing for divorce when there is cruelty.  

What is your experience of working for legal procedures under PWDVA regarding different 
orders? 

Most lawyers have experience filing orders for Protection, Residency, Maintenance, Custody 
and return of articles, including streedhan. One lawyer said that getting the orders was easy 
but having them implemented was challenging and frustrating. There is no mechanism for 
follow-up.  

Filing police complaints indicating which provisions of the law should be cited and assisting 
women with getting MLC reports were two other areas, along with dowry cases. Another 
lawyer mentioned filing for divorce on grounds of domestic violence.  
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Challenges of Help-Seeking 

What are the hurdles women face in accessing justice? 

In response to this question, lawyers offered explanations that went beyond the legal and 
judicial system. Overall, the four lawyers interviewed in the semi-urban site were more 
conservative and skeptical about women’s decisions to seek justice. They mentioned the 
hesitation of women to speak of sexual matters. They point to their lack of awareness of 
their rights or help services. Finally, a female lawyer said that women usually tolerate abuse 
for the sake of their family, children and their future. They try to change the situation rather 
than leave. “If they are immediately filing a domestic violence case, it is purely based on 
vengeance.” Her view was that women were not suffering as much as they did ten years 
ago. 

Social mores and stigma 

Like other interviewees across categories, lawyers too pointed mostly to the social context 
as a hurdle to accessing justice. 

The first hurdle arises from women’s hesitation to speak out on the abuse they experience, 
especially sexual abuse. When the lawyer is a man, this is further complicated.  

The second is the way society looks at and labels a woman who has undergone and spoken 
out about abuse. If she files a complaint or seeks divorce, she is regarded with contempt. 
She is subjected to questioning by those around them. If she seeks justice, even her family is 
apt to criticise her as adamant, inflexible or characterless. When physical abuse is extreme 
and the woman has to move out, society disapproves and shames her. One lawyer said this 
is when the woman starts to think, “Why should I approach the court?” When women go to 
lawyers or police, they are sometimes not accepted by the family again.  

Family support  

Reflecting the social context is the reality that most survivors cannot take family support for 
granted. As one male lawyer from the rural site put it, the family can either be a woman’s 
biggest support or hurdle.  

In patrilineal marriages, women go to live in their husband’s house. If she must leave, unless 
her parents are alive and welcome her back, she has nowhere to go and will stay back and 
accept her situation.  

Moreover, in most households, women lack not just the support but also the freedom and 
the privacy to approach lawyers. Finally, mediation by families (which other accounts in this 
project suggest is the first step when women tell their families) was seen by one female 
lawyer in the urban site as delaying justice. Other accounts tell us it is rarely effective but 
what she adds is that it can result in the tampering or loss of evidence.   
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The fear of reprisal 

The fear that the decision to complain might result in reprisals and further abuse by their 
families and husbands also acts to deter women from filing formal complaints.  

Hurdles inherent in the judicial process 

The biggest challenge within the justice system is court delays. While there is a time limit for 
cases registered under PWDVA (six months), one lawyer said she has never known it to be 
met. One male lawyer from the rural site said that delays can be significant because a 
couple may reconcile or the violence intensify. Even if a woman approaches the court, she 
will not get immediate remedies.  

A female lawyer from the urban site described some delays: “If the parties aren't 
cooperating, the case will drag on over various reasons. Occasionally, the respondent does 
not show up. The magistrate will be on holiday.” Both the petitioner and respondent need 
to be granted leave to attend hearings so she tries to have them scheduled for Saturdays.  

Implementation problems 

Even 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, a male lawyer from the rural site told 
us. The man would have gone missing. 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.  

Financial constraints 

The costs entailed in seeking justice are an obvious hurdle where women rarely have 
independent incomes. It is not just that court processes are long drawn-out and costly. The 
lack of money translates into powerlessness vis-à-vis the abuser.  A female lawyer in the 
urban site pointed out that every—from the judicial staff to judges treats complainants 
differently depending on their financial status. It is easy for judges to silence poor and 
uneducated women.  

Do you see any weaknesses in legal procedures that may affect survivors further? 

A male lawyer from the semi-urban site said that Indian woman were “more tolerant.” 
Afraid of what society and the family will think, they hold back from seeking help. In general, 
lawyers highlighted three kinds of weaknesses that they felt affected survivors’ ability to 
access justice. 

Structural weaknesses 

The small number of places where survivors can access justice relative to the scale of the 
problem, was a point that an urban lawyer made to us. She pointed out that even in a mega-
city, there are only two Protection Officers and in her experience, “the way they treat 
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women, it's doubtful if women would approach them again.” Poor people who visit a 
magistrate court, she said, do not return because constant date changes result to the loss of 
workdays and pay. “People are spreading awareness on law and rules but when the system 
is anti-women, anti-vulnerable section of people, how can they approach the law?" Another 
lawyer pointed out the poor rate of recruitment of Protection Officers.  

Another structural weakness lay in the lack of understanding on the part of both lawyers 
and police of the Act and how it is meant to work. A lack of awareness is true of many who 
are involved providing support.  

Procedural weaknesses 

Lawyers had a great deal to say about the structures and procedures involved in accessing 
justices, with the exception of one urban, male lawyer who found “zero weakness” and said 
it depended on how lawyer and client handle the complaint.  

Points made during the interviews were as follows:  

• The PWDVA mixes civil and criminal procedures makings its implementation 
complicated. A male lawyer from the semi-urban site said that if offences are 
serious, the complaint should be transferred to criminal courts. If not, it should be 
managed through counselling or mediation.  

• The tendency to draw the entire family into a case as respondents. Lawyers should 
know to re-check who was involved or just list husband and parents-in-law as 
respondents. Involving the entire family in a case is unnecessary.  

• The court cannot give an order without listening to both parties. Filing multiple cases 
in family court with multiple respondents contributes to court delays.  

• Courts are overloaded with cases. To this end, the suggestion was made that a new 
court, like a family court, should be set up. A special Act should have a special court. 
Such a court would only handle domestic violence cases. It would be located outside 
the court complex. As in consumer courts, the appearance of advocates should be 
restricted. Women magistrates should be appointed to such courts. Like consumer 
courts, litigants should have free access and they should be set up in a manner 
different from regular courts.  

• There is a shortage of judges and the case overload for existing pool of judges and 
magistrates also 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.  

• 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. 

• One lawyer in the rural site mentioned biased judges.  

• Continuous adjournments are another issue. 

Implementation of orders is a big challenge mentioned by several lawyers. The orders do 
not appear to be binding. There are no instructions on who is to execute the orders and 
how.  Further, there are jurisdictional challenges. It is difficult to enforce an order within the 
district of the magistrate’s jurisdiction. When there is an inter-state case, where for 
instance, one of the parties is a native or resident, it becomes even more difficult.  
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The only person who mentioned false cases was a female lawyer from the semi-urban site.  

Weaknesses or gaps in law 

A woman lawyer from the city said there were a lot of loopholes in the law. Another 
suggested that after 17 years, it was time for review and revision. She felt that society 
changes radically every ten years and it was time to review provisions and procedures to see 
what needs to be altered and added, taking into account the reality of case backlogs.  

A male lawyer in the rural site contested the definition section. While the ‘aggrieved person’ 
maybe any woman, the respondent is defined as any adult male person, which does not 
include in-laws or any other female relatives of the husband who perpetrated violence on 
the aggrieved person.  

Another issue highlighted by a female lawyer from the semi-urban site was that the 
government cannot place a household under surveillance to gather evidence. For instance, 
when a woman is asked why she did not seek help at the first instance of violence or asked 
for evidence of physical abuse from the hospital, it is hard to provide answers or proof. She 
said, “That is the difference between culture, practical reality and law.”  

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. It is hard enough to get evidence of property from the respondents. The 
lawyers provided various examples. 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. (Disturbingly, the lawyer giving this example 
also stated as a matter of fact, “Everyone knows that without giving dowry no marriage will 
happen in the Indian society.”) 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.  

In the circumstances, orders are rarely implemented within the prescribed time. 
Government service providers, one lawyer alleged, simply redirect women to each other 
without actually helping them get orders and have them implemented.  

Making Help-Seeking an Accessible Option 

Improvements required in legal provisions/procedures related to domestic violence 

Prevention 

One female lawyer in the semi-urban site listed factors such as dowry harassment and the 
use of porn videos as promoting abuse. She felt women should become aware of what 
violence is, how to ‘tackle it’ and where to seek help and what sort of help. She said 
counselling should be provided and that many cases can be resolved in the police station 
itself.  

Better understanding among service providers 
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A female lawyer from the urban site extended this to say that all the people involved in 
implementing the PWDVA—police, Protection Officers, lawyers and judges need a better 
understanding of how to approach cases and make the best decisions. An in-depth 
understanding of the issues was needed. India needs socially aware judges who will pass 
just judgments.  

Women in law and judicial services 

A male lawyer from the rural site observed that there were relatively few women lawyers. 
He speculated that only 50% of those who study law practise it and of those, only 1-2% are 
women. Women lawyers, he believed, stop practising when they get married. Even when 
they marry male lawyers, they limit themselves to desk work rather than field work (or 
litigation). Were they to stay in the profession, he thought they would handle women’s 
domestic violence grievances better because women would find it easy to share with them.  

Shortage of courts, distance from communities 

Courts are located in district headquarters. Most complainants have to travel quite a 
distance to access the court, a male lawyer in the rural site said.  

Court delays 

For the city-based lawyers, court delays were a major issue. An urban lawyer (male) did not 
think the law needed any improvement but said that when there are delays, the law does 
not work at all.  

The process of procuring justice should be fast, said a city lawyer. Even though domestic 
violence cases were supposed to be resolved within 60 days, the cases tended to go on for 
about two years. Cases should be fast-tracked, said another lawyer.  

Another lawyer said that while the PWDVA is a positive law, without quicker adjudication it 
does not benefit anyone. From receiving the complaint to filing the case in court, things 
must move quickly and without delay. Once the case is filed, police officers must file an FIR 
promptly and provide the complainant and respondent with a copy, or at least a copy of the 
Community Service Register (CSR) receipt. People are familiar with the Protection Officer, 
felt this lawyer, because they sit in the court. But it takes the PO one and a half months to 
investigate a case and submit a report. She suggested an acceleration of the investigation 
within a time limit. For instance, the Order should be passed within 90 days.  

Weaknesses of the law 

The PWDVA is explicit when it comes to defining the office, but it does not lay down clear 
directives for execution of orders.  

A rural lawyer (male) suggested that a record should be maintained of exchanges of items 
between bride and groom (not as dowry but as individual items, perhaps), so that when an 
order is passed to return the woman’s belongings, it can be enforced.  
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Comparisons with other laws 

For a male lawyer from the rural site reiterated the point that the definition section of the 
PWDVA does not acknowledge the part played by the in-laws or female relatives of the 
husband in perpetrating domestic violence. He compared this to the Dowry Prohibition 
(1961) Act where both husband and in-laws are mentioned. Offering the example of a 
mother-in-law whose daughter-in-law threw her out of the house, he said that under the 
existing provisions, the daughter-in-law cannot be charged with domestic violence. 
Comparing the PWDVA to the Protection of Children from Sexual Offences (2012) Act and 
the Sexual Harassment of Women at Workplace (Prevention, Prohibition and Redressal) 
(2013) Act, he pointed to how expeditiously cases were handled and to the strict penalising 
procedures detailed.  

The lawyer also suggested a separate structure to handle domestic violence cases, with a 
recovery wing. The structure should include the All-Women’s Police Stations and 
Commissioner’s office. He also wanted police officers to be trained in counselling and 
observed from time to time. 

Coordination of services 

It is necessary to coordinate and synchronise government services. One lawyer suggested a 
‘clubbed power’ where a woman can approach a single entity for relief, where the PO, 
police and legal system are merged.  

Implementation of the law 

There was some concern among lawyers about implementation of orders and 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. Women are intimidated by the stoppage of electric or water 
supply, for instance.  

People say that PWDVA is misused, what do you think about this?  

Most of the lawyers interviewed concurred that women misuse the PWDVA (and the law in 
general).  

• Rural, male, 30s: In 50 percent of the cases, women threaten the man in order to 
assert control over him. They hold the trump card of threatening the husband and 
in-laws that they will file a dowry case against them.  

• Rural, male, 50s: People use the act to take revenge on their enemies and this 
reduces the potential effectiveness of the law. He compared this to the misuse of the 
Scheduled Castes and the Scheduled Tribes (Prevention of Atrocities) (1989) Act and 
the Protection of Children from Sexual Offences (2012) Act. He narrated the example 
of a false POCSO complaint against a young man where the complainant got off 
lightly but the young man’s reputation was ruined for life.  
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• Rural, female, 30s: People do misuse the law but relatively less frequently. The 
lawyer for the respondent is apt to accuse the complainant of misusing the law but if 
a woman has not undergone domestic violence she would not put herself in this 
situation and go to the trouble to get back her clothes, documents and streedhan.  

• Rural, male, 40s: “One or two” women misuse the law. They involve people who 
support the husband but cannot have been involved in the violence. This is on the 
advice of lawyers.  

• Urban, female, 70s: The few women who do misuse the law do so mainly because of 
lawyers who identify loopholes for women to use to their benefit.   

• Urban, male, 20s: Whether men or women are misusing the Act, it will be proven at 
some point. Clients defy the advice of lawyers not to file false complaints in order to 
drag the opposite party to court. Eventually, the court can discern whether a claim is 
true or bogus.  

• Urban, male, 30s: Women do not approach the court intending to file a domestic 
violence case. Lawyers advise it and use the case to threaten the man to agree to a 
settlement.  

• Semi-urban, male, 50s: 25% of women misuse the Act.    

• Semi-urban, male, 40s: Women add the in-laws as respondents even if they do not 
live in the shared households. The PO has to analyse the truth of the complaint.  

• Semi-urban, female, 30s: 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. They involve the whole extended family in the case by adding everyone’s name 
to the complaint. When the husband is abroad, the woman files a case to prevent 
him from traveling. In her view, now 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 INR 2,500,000 but 
now it has doubled.  

The three people who felt otherwise were all female lawyers.  

• Urban, female, 50s: There is a way to misuse any law but no one speaks of the 
misuse of income tax law. The judicial system must side-line those who make such 
remarks and focus on those who need the help of the Act.   

• Urban, female, 40s: She estimated that 97% of cases are genuine, but about 3% may 
not be. People never talk about the importance of the law for the majority but just 
about the insignificant minority, projecting that everyone misuses the law. However, 
she mentioned a case where the complainant listed every member of the husband’s 
family in the complaint, even when they did not live in the same town.  

• Semi-urban, female, 40s: 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 has become very difficult to implement the 
order. Even when an order is rightfully due, it is hard to implement.  
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Observations on the Support Ecosystem 

On Protection Officers 

The work of the Protection officers is best known to those in their jurisdiction.  

Rural 

Three out of four lawyers felt that the Protection Officers did a good job. The phrases used 
were ‘exceptional job,’ ‘very useful’ and ‘efficient.’ The one person with a different opinion 
spoke about how people in the Social Welfare department and in this position end up being 
assigned too many different responsibilities. She also felt that if the respondent was 
influential, they would try to end the case at the PO level itself.  

The others remarked on the fact that there is only one PO in each district, located in the 
district headquarters. In a large district, villagers find it difficult to access PO support. It was 
also observed that the PO’s office should be well-staffed to assist her work and this should 
be provided for in the law itself. Despite this challenge, the PO was considered helpful, 
going into the fieldwork and preparing thoroughly for court. Another lawyer felt they could 
expedite report submission work.  

Urban 

Protection Officers received less glowing reports in the city. One common observation was 
again that one or two POs cannot serve the jurisdiction of a very large city. There was some 
sympathy for their work conditions—they are not well paid and get 10-15 cases per day 
which is an exhausting workload. They also do not have refresher training or counselling for 
their own mental health.  

One detractor mentioned that POs are usually appointed due to political influence. Another 
person felt that they only act on a case when they receive external pressure to do so. Yet 
another person felt that POs advise women wrongly. 95% of the domestic violence cases 
they file do not have merit.  

Women do not go directly to the PO, they are referred to them by the police and 
magistrates can give them orders.  

Given their case-load another lawyer pointed out that POs handle cases according to the 
rules but they cannot deliver immediate justice.  

Semi-urban 

In the semi-urban site, more than an assessment of their performance, we heard a 
description of how Protection Officers got to work. One lawyer said she had never heard of 
the term ‘Protection Officer’ and thought they do not have much power or do very much.  

Again, the lawyers commented on how inadequate it was to have one PO in a district. One 
person cannot handle all the complaints from women across the district. Also, another 
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lawyer made the point that a single PO cannot be present at all court hearings. They cannot 
handle the work assigned to them by every magistrate. “One PO for a district is not an 
efficient option.”  

POs are also limited by their job description. They can receive and file petitions. They can 
only enquire and file a Domestic Incident Report with the magistrate. They cannot pass 
orders and they cannot investigate within the household without a court order.  As it stands, 
one lawyer felt that POs wait for magistrates to give them directions for everything. People 
with a knowledge of law should be appointed to such posts and be able to understand the 
scope of their work.  

On Medical Practitioners 

For most of the lawyers, it was hard to imagine the role that doctors might play in 
responding to a domestic violence victim.  

One rural lawyer said that with child sexual abuse (POCSO) cases, doctors were essential to 
the prosecution. Others could see the importance of psychologists and psychiatrists. One 
male lawyer from the rural site complained that doctors do not have a ‘service mentality’ 
and do not even give women the time and space to speak about their problems.  

One urban lawyer said that doctors may try to help victims but they second guess the 
doctor’s abilities and so doctors hesitate to get involved. 

One rural lawyer complained that doctors do not appear in court as witnesses.  

An urban lawyer complained that in rape cases, doctors refuse to perform abortions 
because the 20-week window passes by the time the victim is able to go to them.  

Government hospitals are more meticulous about completing and providing the Medico-
Legal case paperwork than are private hospitals. In the latter, the victim-survivor will be 
treated but will not receive documentation that shows violence as a cause. If she was not 
admitted but treated as an outpatient, there will not even be the documentation of a 
discharge summary. At best, private hospitals will make a referral to the local government 
hospital for filing an Accident Report.  

On the police 

Across three sites, there were few advocates for the police. The negative view of the police 
was even stronger for women police who were seen as more corrupt and more likely to 
abuse power. A city lawyer said she felt that no amount of training would improve the 
police.  

One sympathetic lawyer in the rural site noted that the police do very difficult work with no 
support where they can share their problems. He described gruesome things they 
encounter on a daily basis. Just because it is a part of their job does not mean we should 
make light of their impact. But he clarified that he does not justify police aggression or 
custodial violence.  



142 
 

Another rural lawyer suggested that there should be a special police force to handle 
domestic violence cases. Although the AWPS was set up to handle women’s grievances, they 
mostly deal with POCSO cases.  

For quick action, one male lawyer from the urban site felt that it was best to approach the 
police. However, he felt that for a state as populous as Tamil Nadu, there were not enough 
police. Police are hesitant to execute residential orders saying the respondent wants to file 
an appeal. The police themselves send domestic violence victims to court rather than deal 
with a family dispute themselves.  

The common view was that given that the police are first responders, they should be trained 
on the specifics of the PWDVA. They should be sensitized and taught how to speak with 
victims.  

The police should be taught not to revictimise survivors so that they lose faith in the system. 
One lawyer from the city described an incident where she took a client to the police and 
they asked why she was filing a complaint for such silly issues. Another lawyer from the 
semi-urban site said that even in cases of extreme cruelty, the police normalize the abuse 
and advise women to go back and live with their husbands without filing an FIR.  

One lawyer felt that going to the police escalates the level of violence. The police 
themselves harass and abuse people. In the case of family disputes, therefore, it can be a 
counter-productive measure.  
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POLICE 

We set out to interview four police personnel from each site. In the rural site, we 
interviewed five and in the semi-urban, we interviewed four. Six of the nine were posted in 
All Women’s Police Stations set up primarily to deal with women’s issues.  

In the urban site, access to serving police personnel was not possible. Our workaround was 
to interview persons who had served there. One is now leading a key police department but 
outside the city jurisdiction (that is, it is not confined to the city). Two others are retired 
officers we know to have taken a keen interest in gender sensitization training for the police 
force and in gender violence support services. Both have served in leadership roles before 
retirement. The fourth was our most junior interviewee; she had served in a short-lived pilot 
programme to staff All-Women’s Police Stations with a domestic violence counselling 
service.  

These sections are largely based on responses to a standard category questionnaire. The 
three urban interviews with senior people flowed differently and were not recorded along 
with other responses. The junior interviewee’s responses were recorded. In short, while we 
interviewed 13 people in all, only 10 responses to the questionnaire were recorded.  

Twelve out of 13 interviewees have served for more than ten years in the police; nine out of 
ten recorded. All of them have dealt with and deal with domestic violence in the course of 
their work.  

It should also be noted that in this set, only two identified as male; the rest were women 
working in the police. Of the three senior people, too, only one was male. Women make up 
only 18.45% of the Tamil Nadu police force across categories so this is an inversion of those 
numbers.9 

Training 

Fig 4.32: Did you get any training for your 
role working with DV survivor-victims? 

Yes 5 

No 4 

Despite the fact that five responded to say they had received training, it turns out that in 
fact, this may not be the case. One said she was very new and she had only received training 
for working with the Protection of Children from Sexual Offences Act, 2012 (POCSO). She 
had not heard of any domestic violence training. Two others said there were regular POCSO 

 
9 Bureau of Police Research and Development, Ministry of Home Affairs, Government of India, Data on Police 
Organisations (as on January 1, 2020), Table 3.2.1 -- Strength of Woman Police, Reservation of Woman Police, 
Woman Population Per Woman Police, accessed at 
https://bprd.nic.in/WriteReadData/userfiles/file/202101011201011648364DOPO01012020.pdf on December 
30, 2022. 



144 
 

trainings, almost every month. Another said they work mostly with their experiences. 
Finally, one person said there was no training on the PWDVA but they read books to learn.  

For the rest, only one person said that they had been trained on this law as part of their 
induction training. Another said they would receive instructions on how to handle 
petitioners and also that senior officers teach in-service classes every month on various 
topics as instructed by the DIG on topics including “women, POCSO, dowry, senior citizen, 
etc.”  

Only one person had actually been trained on this law and this is the person who served on 
the short-lived experiment to station domestic violence counsellors in AWPS.  

Understanding Domestic Violence   

Two women interviewees offered the most comprehensive definitions. One said that any 
form of abuse against a woman is violence. The second said she originally understood it to 
be violence between husband and wife but since her training and work, understands it to be 
abuse involving any family members, natal or marital. When anyone violates a person’s 
rights or oppresses them, it is domestic violence. 

From the majority of interviewees, we heard definitions that—of all our interview 
categories—least reflected the comprehensive definition in the PWDVA.  

• Physical abuse from the in-laws and husband, verbal abuse done to irritate, trigger 
and harm. 

• Not just physical abuse, but verbal abuse, isolation, prohibition of basic human and 
fundamental rights, hindering education, forced and child marriage. (Male) 

• Dowry harassment (for money and gold) by husband, mother and sister-in-law; 
abuse by in-laws; not allowing the couple to be together; mother-in-law throwing 
the woman out of the house; not allowing her to visit her parents; stopping her from 
wearing or using her own jewels, saying it is in the locker or for other reasons, when 
it fact it may be pawned or sold. 

• Abusing a person (mainly woman) out of suspicion; dowry harassment; physical or 
mental torture; confinement; deprivation of human necessities; sexual abuse; any 
restrictions on women’s rights.   

• Physical abuse; dowry abuse; verbale abuse where the woman is degraded; coerced 
sex. 

• Wives being tortured, abused, harassed; dowry demands; illegal affairs. 

• Following old norms, women are dependent on men and only when there are brutal 
injuries, hurt or a threat to life do we file an FIR, since it is a family issue.  

• Abuse and torture of a daughter-in-law and treating her as a slave. (Male) 

Why do you think domestic violence happens?  

The trained domestic violence counsellor said that a controlling mentality and wish to 
suppress an individual were the reason for domestic violence. A male rural officer said basic 
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family structures and institutions had not changed in rural areas and when they are 
questioned or not followed, family violence occurs.  

For the rest, description and explanation merged.  

Some examples of violence that were listed are as follows: 

• Sexual abuse: Father-in-law sexual abuses the woman; Son-in-law and mother-in-law 
have an affair; unnatural sex; forced sex.  

• Verbal abuse: Shaming and abusing a woman because she has no children 

• Emotional abuse: Extra-marital affairs. Suspicion, Restrictions on social media and 
mobile phone use (isolation) 

• Economic abuse: Dowry abuse, pledging and selling household items and gold 
without the woman’s knowledge, forcing her to get things from her parents’ house 

• Alcohol-aided abuse.  

Explanations of violence proffered by rural and semi-urban interviewees included:  

• Interpersonal factors: Lack of communication, misunderstanding, egoism of youth, if 
the husband was initially disinterested in marriage,  

• Family and family structure issues: status comparison between families; mother-in-
law issues; issues created by the joint family; involvement of parents; change of 
lifestyle for the woman in a patrilocal marriage. 

• Alcoholism: alcohol addiction; when a wife questions her drunk husband, “issues 
tend to blow out of proportion”;  

• Economic issues: There is no family income; husband shows no sense of 
responsibility to take care of wife or children; economic instability and financial 
burden; poverty. 
 

One female rural officer commented, “In Kaliyuga, even women are not disciplined.” They 
create problems and provoke domestic abuse. Another observed that men abuse women to 
such extreme levels that they do not seem to have affection or empathy. A male official in 
the semi-rural site observed, “When there are issues between the mother and daughter-in-
law, the man should know how and when to support each one without giving up on the 
other person.” Adjustment and communication were the key.  

Fig 4.33: Do you think domestic 
violence could be prevented?  

All YES out of 9 

Reach and Referrals 

Fig 4.34: How many women approach you 
per month in case of domestic violence?  

11-20 1 
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2-4 women 3 

5-10 2 

Over 20 women 4 

Total responses 10 

 

Fig 4.35: How do women approach you?  

via lawyer 4 

via medical practitioners 0 

with friend 3 

with family 4 

with NGO  1 

Other 10 

Total 10 

The question we asked assumed that most women came to the police through referrals. To 
the contrary, it seemed that they mostly contacted them directly or through the helpline.  

Other referrals came from both official and informal channels. Official channels included the 
Protection Officer; One Stop Centres; Counsellors; Senior police officers; Collector’s office; 
CM Cell online petitions; Social Welfare Board; Human Rights Commission and court-
referred mediators. Informal channels included Panchayat leaders, village committees, 
church pastor, Jamaat leaders, political leaders and hospitals.  

While it seems from survivor accounts that women find the police most reachable outside of 
family, one female semi-urban officer thought the police were the last resort.  

In your experience, do women explore any other ways to resolve their problem before 
approaching the police? Especially informal ways such as mediation through a senior/ 
influential person, etc. 

Rural: 

• Women share their issues first within the village—first with their family and 
relatives, then with the Panchayat president, naattaamai or ward member.  

• Women usually try to solve problems within the family or relatives. They would then 
go to the Panchayat president or naattaamai. 

• Most women try to solve issues within their family and relatives. In villages, a 
majority of issues will be dealt with by the family panchayat or village panchayat. 
They come to the police if these have not worked or there is an emergency.  
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• The woman will initially talk to her husband and try to solve issues with family 
intervention. Panchayat, in-laws, husband’s friends will mediate and if nothing 
works, they come to the police station.  

The urban interviewee echoed this sequence—family members, Jamaat, church, village 
panchayats—saying that these will usually ask women to adjust. Women would come to the 
AWPS dissatisfied with these results.  

Semi-urban:  

One person said women are now aware of the AWPS and come directly; only a few still have 
mediation by the family and village heads. 

• Women first approach parents and family elders; village naattaamai and panchayat; 
helplines for women, children and cyber-crime. 

• Women approach whoever they think can help them: family, friends, village heads, 
social welfare department, Collector’s office.  

• Women come to the police station saying they tried to adjust to the violence but 
cannot handle it any more. They would have been limited by the effort of the village 
(panchayat and naattaamai) to keep such matters within the community. Muslims 
come to the station if the Jamaat cannot solve the issue.  

In sum, across the state, women first turn to family and then to community-based informal 
resources for mediation. But among government services, the police are the first to hear 
their complaints.  

At what stage of the problem do DV survivors approach you? Why do you think this is? 

The idea of a threshold appears in the answers to this question.  

• Women approach the police station only when the violence is maximum, having no 
hope of any other way to resolve or escape it. The AWPS is their first source of 
government help. 

• Women approach the police station only when the abuse has exceeded their 
tolerance level.  

• Few women approach the police in the initial stage of the problem; others will wait 
till it seems they cannot resolve it. The local police station first warns the husband of 
stricter actions and sends them home and will only make an AWPS referral later. 
Women usually call 100 (emergency helpline) during the night.  

• Women approach the police only when there are unbearable incidents of abuse, 
having mostly tried to adjust first.  

• Women approach the police after approaching other informal structures. They have 
a high threshold of tolerance for violence but will leave when it affects their 
children—either because they too are being hurt or their schooling is being affected.  

• Depending on the nature of the abuse, some will immediately approach the station 
and some wait an extended time, approaching the station for help only when they 
are unable to bear any more.  
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• Women will try to resolve matters on their own but have to come to the police 
station when other means fail.  

• Women give their husbands time to change but come to the station when the 
violence is repeated.  

One of the big challenges in help provision is the question of where that threshold ought to 
be—that is, how much should a woman put up with before we accept that she is correct to 
leave? How soon is too soon and how late is too late—because whenever she leaves, she is 
asked to justify her timing. As long as there is a difference between what the victim thinks 
and the help providers think is the appropriate threshold, the help-seeking experience will 
be a minefield.  

Do you refer such cases to other professionals and services?    

All of the police interviewees did referrals to other professionals. Very severe cases are sent 
from the local police stations to the AWPS. Most other referrals were to government service 
providers—the Protection Officer, One Stop Centre, Family Counselling, Child Welfare 
Committee, Women’s Helpdesk, Social Welfare department and free legal aid. Cases are 
also referred to the Government Hospital or for psychiatric help. One person said he tries to 
avoid sending people to lawyers. 
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Complaints 

What are the most common grievances of domestic violence survivors? 

Fig 4.36: Physical 

Beating 9 

Burning with hot objects 1 

Stalking 2 

Shoving 5 

Throwing hot water on them 1 

Acid attack 2 

Pinching 1 

Kerosene burning 1 

Pushing out of the house 9 

Total responses 9 

 

Fig 4.37: Sexual  

Showing them pornography and 
asking them to imitate what they 
are shown 3 

Forced sex 8 

Total responses 8 

Fig 4.38: Emotional  

Suspicion and possessiveness 8 

Isolation 6 

Stopping them from visiting their parental family  6 

Stopping them from leaving the house  6 

Not allowing their parental family to visit 6 

Emotional blackmail 8 

Comparison with other women, including female friends/ 
colleagues/ relatives 

5 

Threatening to separate them from their children 7 

Checking call logs and messages on their phone 7 
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Harming pets in order to hurt or intimidate them 1 

Total responses 9 

 

Fig 4.39: Verbal   

Shouting 8 

Constant criticism 8 

Cursing 9 

Blaming them for their children’s or another person’s 
behavior 5 

Images 1 

Total responses 9 

 

Fig 4.40: Economic  

Withdrawing financial support  8 

Taking their money 8 

Not allowing them to go out to work 5 

Taking away their money and jewellery 8 

Total responses 8 

The one trained counsellor said that the first issue is the lack of awareness. Even educated 
women are unable to identify domestic violence. Women think that issues in a marriage and 
abusive fights are part and parcel of marriage. Other forms of abuse and domestic violence 
pointed out by interviewees: 

• Breach of promise and infidelity in love affairs and intimate relationships 

• Threat of acid attacks 

• Male impotence, and accusations against the wife to deflect attention 

• Abuse because food was not cooked 

• Physical abuse after alcohol consumption 

• Not providing money for household expenses but spending it all on liquor. Also sale of 
household objects, jewels, etc.  

• Sexual needs of men lead them child sexual abuse and child marriage 

• Husbands take drugs and force sex on their wives (marital rape)  

• Extramarital affairs 
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Help Procedure 

Fig 4.41: What is the procedure to help when someone comes with a domestic violence complaint? 

Designation Procedure description 

AWPS Station 
Inspector 

• They will take down the complaint and talk with the person.  

• In the Daily Situation Report (DSF), the date of occurrence, date of filing the complaint, scene of 
occurrence, sketch of the house/ location and other details, names of witnesses to the incident, their 
signatures and witness enquiry notes are recorded.  

o Witnesses are usually afraid to speak but at some point will reach out.  

• If the reported occurrence is true, they will file a complaint, arrest the aggressor and record in the 
Prisoner Search Register the details of the prisoner, his belongings, any injuries. They will administer a 
COVID test, remand the prisoner and submit the case to court.  

• If the woman wants to live with her husband, the complaint is recorded in the Community Service 
Register. If the level of violence is high, it is shifted to a First Information Report. 

• In a PWDVA case, they act according to the orders filed by the Protection Officer for the victim.  

Sub Inspector of Police • At his station, they mostly file FIRs and take law and order related action.  

• Every station has women constables to handle women-related cases. 

• They collect the petition document, followed by the CSR and FIR, if need be.  

• If the violence is acceptable and comparatively less, they will provide counselling to the couple and 
forward the case to the AWPS.  

• If the physical violence is brutal, he will file an FIR immediately. 

AWPS Police Station • When they receive a complaint, the woman will let them know when to come home, when her husband 
will be there.  

• They begin the enquiry accordingly and will finish within two days.  

• They give the couple ten days to think about whether they want to live together or go to the court after 
counselling.  
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• Most women, in their experience, want to remain with the husband.  

AWPS Writer and 
Head constable  

• They receive the petition and enquire.  

• Next, they record this in the Community Service Register and call the couple for counselling. 

• If they do not come, the FIR is filed and the court is taken to court.  

Women’s cell/ 
Domestic Violence 
Counsellor 

• When the woman initially came to them, they would explain their role and services offered. 

• They provide an application sheet to the woman that they can take home, think and fill. 

• They also used an assurance sheet where if the woman wanted to rejoin her husband was suspicious 
that he would abuse her, the husband was asked to sign an assurance that he would not, in order to 
build trust and as a guarantee.  

Sub-Inspector AWPS • The receptionist maintains the register with contact details and basic information are recorded. 

• The Head Constable does the first enquiry, following which the Sub-Inspector takes over. 

• When the cases are critical and the SI is not able to handle them, they go to the Inspector.  

• They record complaints in the Community Service Register and give a copy before the preliminary 
enquiry itself.  

AWPS Inspector and 
L&O Station in charge 

• Complaints are registered in the CSR and a copy is given to the complainant. 

• The issue should be resolved in three days at the most and the CSR closed. 

• Most cases are closed in that time but a few get extrended.  

• In POCSO cases, FIRs are immediately filed and action taken.  

Circle Inspector  • An FIR is filed for grievous physical or verbal abuse case, Medico-Legal cases, harassment of women.  

• When the family learns that they are going to file an FIR, they come together to resolve the issue by 
consensus.  
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Writer, AWPS • The Writer is the backbone of the station.  

• Has desk duty, court work, court security duty every two days.  

• Receiving petitions, filing in registers, filling in registers, filing the arms register, etc. is their work. They 
make sure the complaint falls within the station’s jurisdiction. 

• They will receive the petition and forward it to the higher officials or if unavailable, the head constable.  

• Women come in pain and so they try to support them by giving them water, etc.  

• If the husband is available, they are called for enquiry and given a CSR copy.  

 

Fig 4.42: Confidendiality 

Designation  How do you maintain confidentiality? Are there any challenges in maintaining it? (While talking to women/ 
maintaining records, etc.) 

AWPS Station 
Inspector 

• They give the complaint and FIR copy only to the complainant and not the respondent. 

• The charge-sheet, summons to the accused, document copies and case trial papers are only shared with 
the Public Prosecutor and Assistant Public Prosecutor for their opinions. 

Sub Inspector of 
Police 

• They do not file domestic violence cases separately for reasons of confidentiality. 

• There are no separate counselling rooms and it would be better to have one.  

Inspector, AWPS  • She will not divulge case details to even her senior officers because they will casually share details with 
anyone who asks. Accused details leak the same way.  

• Important Case Diary (CD) files are kept under lock and key.  

• CD files comprise: First page FIR, last page charge-sheet; in between records of the case. 

• Advocates casually walk into the station and get details so she keeps them locked in the inspector’s 
cabin and no one can access the files without her permission. 

• She shares details with the PP and APP, no other lawyers. She does not even share the crime number or 
section because they can easily get bail. 
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• Lawyers ask for the number of names in the respondents or accused list which would make it easier for 
them to get the case dismissed.  

AWPS Writer and 
Head constable   

• CSR records are kept separately.  

• POCSO statements are filed and stored separately and given to the officer if needed. 

• There is no secure storage problem.  

• The woman’s statement is directly fed into the computer and even the court trials are in-camera with 
only a video recording.  

Women’s cell 
domestic violence 
couonsellor 

• Even working alongside the police, interviews were meant to be kept confidential. 

• A separate room with a lockable cupboard was allocated to them. 

• Even when the police asked what the woman said, they would not share the details.  

Sub-Inspector, AWPS • She does not remember most cases except a few peculiar ones and so confidentiality is not a problem 
because she does not remember!  

• They file cases by provision (IPC cases, POCSO, 498A, etc.) and keep the files in open racks that anyone 
can access.  

AWPS Inspector and 
L&O Station in-charge 

• There are no issues of confidentiality.  

• Documents are stored safely and can only be accessed by officials. 

• Critical case files are kept under lock and key.  

Circle Inspector  • Daily records, monthly maintenance records, quarterly records and a 24-hour general diary are 
maintained. 

• The station routine—coming and going, FIRs, CSR—are all recorded.  

• The FIR Index lists cases reported to the station. 

• Crime Charts are categorised:  
1. Part 1: True occurrence register, 
2. Part 2: Crime chart,  
3. Part 3: General conviction register,  
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4. part 4: History sheets of perpetrators (Habitual offenders, Dossier criminals, Known delinquents, 
rowdies, suspects) with full data on that person every month current doings; finger prints; case 
diary file; gun license.   

Writer (to be SI)  • Personal information relating to the petitioner is not shared with anyone.  

• CSR reports, pending and closed petitions are updated online.  

• Year-wise folders of petitions and complaints are saved on the computer.  

• High profile case diaries are kept under lock and key with the Inspector.  
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Working of PWDVA 

In general, what are the legal measures you take? (PWDVA/IPA 498A) 

The answers to this question are disturbing. At first reading, legal measures seem incidental 
to their engagement with domestic violence cases.  

For instance, the rural official who began her answer with saying she would counsel the 
family and file an FIR in severe closer. She stated, “If the woman’s family is poor, then there 
is a definite case for 498A under cruelty. But if they are of equal status, then they face 
suspicion issues.” She said that they advised couples to live together and ‘warned’ the 
husband not to abuse his wife, or else be remanded. She felt that cases of severe abuse 
were rare.  

Another rural official used this rule: if there is brutal and extreme physical abuse, an IPC 
case is filed and if it is verbal and financial abuse, the case is forwarded to the AWPS. 

Two of the police interviewees mentioned working with the Protection Officer and enforcing 
their orders. One described the records maintained. Two stated categorically that they were 
unaware of PWDVA.  

A male interviewee in the semi-urban site said that he would try to build a rapport, study 
the person, understand their concerns and through mediation and intimidating the 
husband, they have reunited couples.  

Have you worked with respect to DV Act? If yes, what kind of work? And what was your 
experience? 

The four police interviewees in the rural site had worked with the Protection Officer to 
implement residential orders, custody orders and return of articles. One said that even 
without a custody order they will get the children back to their mother. One mentioned 
serving summons.  

 

The domestic violence counsellor spoke about the comprehensive nature of the law. Her 
work included awareness programmes and coordinating police training.    

  

In the semi-urban site, three out of four said they were unaware of the Act and one said she 
knew about it but had not filed a case under it.  

  

According to you, are there any improvements required in legal provisions/ procedures 
related to domestic violence? 
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The general feeling was that the law was fine but it needed better implementation.  

Two of the interviewees had suggestions about counseling. One said it was better for others 
like NGOs or other government providers to do the counselling because coming from the 
police, it sounded like orders. The other person suggested counselling centres in every 
village so they were accessible. Women should also be made aware of services they can 
access. Financial concerns should be addressed with support and employment.  

People say that PWDVA is misused, what do you think about this? 

There was a contrast between rural and semi-urban interviewees on this question. 

The rural police interviewees had more confidence that women would not misuse the 
PWDVA. One male police officer said that in rural areas there would not be much misuse. 
Another person was sure that women would only file a case when they had a problem. A 
third thought misuse was an aberration. Finally, two conceded the possibility of misuse. One 
said it was because of the advice of lawyers that women added dowry harassment and 
accusations of extra-marital affairs. The other said that women added all of their husband’s 
relatives to the charge-sheet even when the issue was primarily between them.  

In the semi-urban site, the police were convinced that women misuse the act. False dowry 
harassment cases and revenge cases were the main forms they mentioned. Counselling 
would prevent this and proper enquiry would help weed out false cases. The one male 
interviewee estimated that fifty percent of cases were false.  

The urban interviewee defended the misuse of the law, saying women have their reasons. 
Either it is because they want revenge or they do not like their husband. The justification is 
an interesting perspective.  

COVID-19 Impact 

About half of the police interviewees said there was a rise in domestic violence cases during 
the pandemic. One clarified that it was not because of the lockdown but animosity within 
the family that caused the violence. Another said that the number of petitions was higher in 
2021 than 2020 and it was because of confinement and economic reasons. The domestic 
violence counsellor from the urban site said that during the pandemic the abuser and victim 
were locked in together and the abuse continued without a pause. It was already there but 
the intensity and duration was higher in this time. Another person said that she heard about 
a rise in cases from colleagues in the AWPS; she herself was posted elsewhere at the time.  

Several interviewees commented that domestic violence cases could not be registered 
during the lockdown because women could not travel to the station. Cases only began to be 
registered when the lockdown lifted.  

The police interviewees drew our attention to other forms of gender-based violence that 
also became more common during the pandemic—child sexual abuse, child rape and child 
marriage especially. Cell phone usage to abuse children also increased. Suicide rates also 
rose.  
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How has the coronavirus pandemic impacted your work and ability to support DV victim-
survivors? 

For the police, COVID-19 lockdown patrols and assistance to the public as they struggled to 
get to hospital or get rations to members of the public who were stranded became their 
primary work. Routine work got left behind as well as field visits.  

They received many more 100 and 181 calls and provided phone interventions. But they 
were helpless to rescue or secure women who could not leave the house at all.  

The rural interviewees mentioned that their POCSO caseload rose during the COVID-19 
lockdown. They could neither focus on POCSO nor COVID duty properly.  

Observations on the Support Ecosystem 

On lawyers 

While a couple of the police interviewees were willing to give them the benefit of the doubt 
saying there were good and bad lawyers, by and large, lawyers were not well-liked.  

The job of a lawyer is to support their client no matter whether they are guilty or not, but 
finding loopholes in the law that benefit them. From the point of view of the police 
interviewees, devotion to the interest of the client was not necessarily a good thing. One 
rural interviewee said that lawyers are biased towards men because they have greater 
financial power. Lawyers are prone to blowing small issues out of proportion, felt one 
interviewee, who therefore likes to make them wait outside while she interviews the 
couple. If the police are firm with lawyers, the lawyers complain about them in court, saying 
they were abusive and asked for bribes, we were told.  

The urban interviewee said there were genuinely helpful lawyers and commercially driven 
lawyers. She felt the latter used women to get back at the police and settle scores with 
them. 

For one semi-urban police official, the Public Prosecutor and Assistant Public Prosecutor 
were resource persons. Another commented that she can always tell when a lawyer has 
drafted a complaint because they would “overdress the problem and make it fancy.”  

On Protection Officers 

The difference between rural, urban and semi-urban views on Protection Officers is stark. 

The rural interviewees had worked with the Protection Officer and found them helpful. They 
saw them as prompt, responsive and informative. The police accompanied the PO on her 
field visits. All their referrals to the Social Welfare Department are handled by the PO.  
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The urban interviewee had referred cases to the PO but received no response. She felt that 
they could not handle their case load and that perhaps they thought that as a younger single 
woman she could not be knowledgeable.  

Three of the semi-urban interviewees were unaware of the existence of Protection Officers 
and one was aware of them but had not worked with them.  

On Medical Practitioners 

The role of doctors in helping the police to verify abuse led one interviewee to compare 
them to God.  

In the rural site, interviewees generally felt that doctors were helpful in Medico-Legal Cases. 
These typically get reported to the general police stations, while informing the AWPS.  

The urban interviewee also said it was a smooth process to get the wound certificate.  

The semi-urban interviewees too had found it easy to work with doctors, saying they were 
correct in making Accident Register entries and informing the police promptly.  

On Service provider NGOs 

In the rural site, the three women interviewees were not aware of NGOs that work for 
women. The male interviewee said that NGOs were revenue oriented and so people do not 
approach them. He also said there were no separate shelter homes for women in that 
district but there were a few short-stay homes.  

NGOs that work solely on domestic violence against women were rare, according to the 
urban interviewee.  

The police interviewees from the semi-urban site were sceptical. One mentioned awareness 
programmes and another that women who had been rescued ran away from the NGOs. The 
male interviewee in this site said he was witnessing the rise of fake NGOs who swindle 
money and do serve the needy.  
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SUMMARY NOTES 

• Support ecosystem The support ecosystem includes informal sources of help such as 
families, friends and neighbours, community leaders and even, employers. We 
focused on formal sources such as the Protection Officers—a role created by the 
Protection of Women from Domestic Violence Act, 2005; other government officers 
who provide support; healthcare providers; lawyers and the police. 

• NGOs Only two of the thirteen NGOs interviewed specialise in providing gender 
violence support. The others provide it because they are present in communities 
across the state and so survivors can reach them. Technical knowledge, sensitivity 
and resources accordingly varied dramatically. Despite this, all of them had come to 
take a systematic approach to their support work and were able to reconstruct their 
processes for us. All of them considered confidentiality an important norm in their 
work, but other valued practices included getting written requests for help and 
strictures against bribery. Most of them provide referrals to other service providers. 
Listing help-seeking hurdles faced by survivors, they included: lack of awareness and 
confidence; family; culture; practical factors and institutional barriers. Solutions for 
surmounting these: awareness and attitude change; livelihood support; better 
collaboration between service providers; user-friendly legal procedures; 
deconcentration of services; expedited judicial processes and strict punishment and 
sentencing.  

• Protection Officers and Government Service Providers Although only Protection 
Officers are mandated primarily to address domestic violence grievances, several 
other officers in government have always served and continue to serve as support 
providers—from the long-standing Social Welfare offices to the new One Stop 
Centres, as well as the State Commission for Women. They received cases both 
directly and through referrals and in their accounts, the notion of a threshold 
reappeared and they saw themselves as the last resort. Across the three sites, the 
officials professed to be under-staffed, under-trained and under-resourced. All of 
them had clear procedures that they followed and were able to detail, including 
keeping matters confidential. Protection Officers mentioned that their orders were 
not executed properly and there was no punishment either for that or for violating 
them. Their own privacy and security were also impeded by a set-up where their 
own mobile numbers served as helplines and they had no official transport or 
security support while following a case. Interviewees were strikingly cynical about 
the misuse of the law by women.  

• Healthcare providers Healthcare providers seemed to have given little thought to 
why domestic violence happens, listing financial issues including dowry, substance 
abuse and behavioural factor such as stress and anger. They were able to describe 
many brutal injuries that brought women to them for care and confidentiality was 
part of their professional practice. They listed several barriers to helping women, 
including the fact that women rarely come alone or open up. They may suspect 
abuse but they cannot pinpoint that. They mentioned the importance of reporting 
but also placed a great deal of faith in counselling, which was not something all of 
them received training to do.  

• Lawyers Two-thirds of the lawyers explained domestic violence in terms of 
behavioural factors. Women hesitated to seek help because of social mores, lack of 
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family support, the fear of reprisal, judicial procedural hurdles, implementation 
problems and financial constraints. Virtually none of the lawyers have been formally 
trained in domestic violence law. They take recourse to a variety of legal provisions 
when dealing with a domestic violence case, depending on the purpose.  Their 
experience too was that getting orders implemented was harder than getting them 
passed. The lawyers listed challenges and improvements needed in the law itself as 
well as in court procedures where delays undermine the woman’s ability to move on 
with her life. Most of the interviews concurred with the view that women misuse the 
law; the only exceptions being three female lawyers.  

• Police Of all the categories of interviewees, the police had the most conservative 
understanding of what constituted domestic violence. Their explanations included a 
list of interpersonal factors, family structural issues, alcoholism and economic issues. 
Women come to the AWPS when others are unable to resolve their concerns and 
usually when the abuse becomes severe. When asked what legal measures they 
would invoke, it appeared as if the laws were incidental to police responses with 
many of them speaking at length about counselling. Familiarity with the PWDVA was 
greatest in the rural site where the police appear to work well with the Protection 
Officer. In the semi-urban site, 3 out of 4 interviewees had not heard of the law at all 
and the other had not used it. The rural police also had greater faith that women 
would not misuse the law, than did the semi-urban, spelling out a continuum on 
most questions. 
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Rural lawyer, 49, male 

“The local people advise, few would listen to the advice. Others come to the court—
nowadays, very rarely people listen to local people. Initially they would approach the 
relatives—mostly they would try to mediate with the help of relatives. That happens 
everywhere. After that only they would come to court. They need guidance at that 
time—without knowing about the Act, they go to the police and think of IPC. They 
lose focus on what they actually want—don’t mind me saying this—there are groups 
which do mediation (katta panchayattu). They ask for money and promise to solve 
the issue and they divert the whole thing. They make them give a false complaint. 
That is why I say that there should be structure like All-Women’s [court] where the 
women must know where to go. People had that idea of going to all women’s police 
station (AWPS).” 

Edited translation of interview recording 

 

Semi-urban lawyer, 47, male 

“Mainly we can get the order from the court but we are unable to implement it. In 
order to execute, they are asking us to follow the old 125 CRPC procedure itself. 
Now, we have acquired the monetary relief, then again, we may have to file for 
distress and they have to return her belongings. If he doesn’t give, then it would be 
breach of Protection Order. Only if the protection order is violated, then it is an 
offense, as per the Act.  

…They are afraid only of that. We are unable to execute other orders. The orders are 
just empty. The court has given the orders and they instruct the police to stand by 
and recover things. The police also come and stand and simply say, “What can they 
do?” There are no clear guidelines and so they don’t know to handle the situation 
and how to recover things.” 

Edited translation of interview recording 
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5.THE LAW IN PRACTICE:  
PROTECTION OF WOMEN FROM DOMESTIC VIOLENCE ACT, 2005 

Domestic violence is addressed in India by both criminal and civil law. Provisions of the 
Indian Penal Code speak to dowry, dowry death and cruelty by husband. The Protection of 
Women from Domestic Violence Act mandates protection and offers access to redressal and 
justice for physical, sexual, economic, emotional and verbal abuse.  

In this study, we sought to understand how widespread was the knowledge and 
understanding of the law as it relates to domestic violence. It is not enough to have laws; 
people must know they are there and how to use them.  

To this end, in the previous section, we tried to build a holistic picture of ecosystem of 
support created for survivors by the law and civil society. We asked support service 
providers, police and courts about the challenges and effectiveness of the laws.   

We also have sought to understand the extent to which these laws are accessed and put to 
work. To this end, we asked survivors about whether and how they sought protection and 
justice under these laws and what their experience of support service providers, police and 
courts were. Finally, we were also interested in how the community—to which survivors 
and support service providers also belong—understands laws and rights under the law. In 
this section of the report, we summarise the findings of these conversations.   

SURVIVORS 

Awareness of laws and rights 

Fig 5.1 Are you aware of any laws that deal with DV in India? If yes, which ones?  

 

 

 

Fig 5.2 If yes, how did you know about DV laws?   

Mass media  13 

Printed media 5 

Police 2 

Family members/ relatives 2 

School 7 

Friends 3 

Word of mouth 8 

Local NGOs/CSOs 8 

Other 13 

Total responses 31 

No 29 

Yes 32 

Total  61 
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Just over half of the survivors interviewed were aware that India had laws dealing 
specifically with domestic violence, pointing to a massive failure in communication on the 
parts of both state and civil society.  

Those who did know about such laws learnt about them in various contexts. Some learnt 
from NGOs, lawyers and Protection Officers in the course of their own redressal-seeking 
process. A few mentioned school and college or work-related training (MGNREGA or their 
work in an NGO). Finally, television—both news and serials—were a source of learning 
about laws. A very small number mentioned friends and family.  

Those who were aware believed by and large that the law protects women and children.  

There is greater awareness of the anti-dowry law which is over sixty years old. A few 
survivors mentioned laws against child abuse, child marriage, dowry death, sexual 
harassment and female foeticide. Some survivors could not name the law as such but were 
familiar with one or more of its provisions: the Protection Officer, getting compensation and 
the right to remain in the household. They were more familiar with divorce laws, alimony 
and custody. Some knew about All-Women Police Stations and the official helpline.  

The Protection Officer is central to making the PWDVA accessible. A small number of 
survivors who had availed of the local PO’s assistance were familiar, one even volunteering 
to help. However, most survivors had no idea that such an office existed where they could 
access help. Interestingly, more survivors in rural and semi-urban sites were familiar with 
the PO than in the urban.  

What rights do you think you have? 

While survivors were unable to state specifically what they knew about domestic violence 
laws, they were clear about their rights.  

The survivors we interviewed listed rights in terms of their personal entitlements (“I know I 
have such a right”) and in terms of rights they felt they were denied (“I do not enjoy this”). 
One asked sarcastically, “What rights would I have?” A couple said they had no rights in 
their in-laws’ place.  

Despite this, between them, survivors mapped an impressive and moving array of rights to 
which they as individuals should expect to enjoy. Several spoke of the ‘right to live’ (not ‘of 
life’ but ‘to live). They embellished this simple entitlement with attributes: ‘to live safely;’ ‘to 
live with dignity;’ ‘to live without a man’s help in this society;’ ‘to live an abuse-free, 
peaceful life.’ One survivor spoke of the right to be happy. The right to independence was 
important to survivors, meaning a variety of things to them: right to freedom of choice and 
right to take decisions on their own. For one survivor, it was the right to wear a saree of her 
choice. The right to choose where to live was important too. For another, it was that no one 
could exert force or impose their decisions on her. An extension of the ‘right to live’ and 
‘right to independence’ was the right to work: to go for a job, to earn money and have a 
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stable income. “Everyone has the right to do what they want in life,” a survivor said, a right 
she had been denied. 

Freedom of speech and expression were also important to some survivors. This includes the 
right to speak about violence she has experienced, one survivor specified. Survivors also 
mentioned the right to help children and senior citizens; to complain about public nuisance 
to the police and the right to participate in politics. 

For most survivors, home and family provided the context where they most cared about 
their rights. About a third of them mainly spoke about rights in the context of child care. 
Survivors asserted that they had the right to custody of their children and to raise their 
children. A couple of survivors said they wanted their daughters to have the rights they did 
not, including education. One survivor mentioned the right of widows to remarry and the 
other the right to look after her mother. A slightly smaller number spoke about rights mainly 
in the context of their marriages. Their main point was that they had a right to live happily 
with the husband in his home. In addition, survivors mentioned the right to visit their 
parents and extended family.   

Salience and efficacy of laws 

Survivors’ initial responses to questions probing the everyday salience of the law—in terms 
of what they know about their rights and protections and how they are able to use it as a 
deterrent—were somewhat irrelevant, reflecting on their own situations instead.  In 
response to a follow-up question on whether other types of law (we meant personal laws 
based on religious codes or customary law) were followed in their context, they spoke more 
about how they related to law on a day-to-day basis.  

In their initial reflections, survivors spoke about the particulars of their situation. For 
instance, they spoke about property ownership in the family (and their own ignorance) and 
about how relationships within the family excluded them. They could document abuse by 
the in-laws, for instance, but their husbands would not believe them. One survivor 
mentioned that her husband told her that the law does not criminalise extra-marital 
relationships and so men in her community felt free to form them. Husbands, a couple of 
survivors suggested, were undeterred by law. They might lie to the police, who were seen as 
reluctant to help women or willing to help the party with more resources. One survivor 
spoke about how the law can help by getting them divorces and maintenance, saying that 
that law does not discriminate between genders but some officials do. One widowed 
survivor said she learned that the Jamaat plays a role in mediating domestic conflicts only 
after she had lost her husband.  

Our follow-up question elicited further disclosures. One survivor said her husband took the 
law lightly because he was a police officer. Similarly, a government teacher thought he could 
escape the law. Another said her family bribed the police to escape charges. One spoke 
about how her in-laws never attended court dates. People prefer to settle divorces in police 
stations with a lawyer rather than go to court, a couple of survivors said. Men have a sense 
of impunity and lawyers and police reinforce this. One survivor spoke about her husband 
marrying a second wife even though it is illegal. The survivors spoke about how money, 
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influence and connections, and legal loopholes, allow their abusive families to get away with 
violating laws.  

To the survivors it seemed as if the laws—or knowing about them—had not made a 
difference. Caste discrimination persisted. Divorce being easier, men were “moving on from 
one woman to another and ruining their lives.” One survivor mentioned that the striking 
down of Article 377 [which…] is encouraging men and women alike to express their true 
sexuality. Despite people being aware that domestic violence is punishable by law, they 
normalise it in their families.  

Accessing the help provided by law 

Fig 5.3: Have you ever approached the 
following? 

Police  48 

Lawyer 20 

Doctor 16 

Protection Officer 13 

NGO 14 

Self-help Group 4 

Total responses 54 

 

On the whole, those survivors who approached the police seem to have got a modicum of 
relief, especially those who went there because their child had been taken away from them 
or seeking retrieval of their belongings—clothes, jewellery or even, certificates. Several 
survivors specifically mentioned the All-Women Police Stations in positive terms.  

Those who approached the police had broadly three kinds of experiences. The police were 
helpful and effective in helping survivors regain custody of their children when they had 
been taken away by the other parent or in-laws. They were also able largely to get back 
clothes, jewellery and documents from the marital home. The police were unwilling or 
unable to help when the abuser was intoxicated and, in most cases, would issue a warning 
or threat or at the most, a beating and let the abuser go. In some cases, they refused to 
register a complaint. A few mentioned bribe-taking as well. In general, rural survivors who 
approached the police had fewer negative experiences than did those in the urban and 
semi-urban sites. 

Other factors limit police effectiveness. If the abusive husband or in-laws refused to 
cooperate (in one case, they hid the husband), the matter would end inconclusively. One 
survivor said that because she always went back to her husband, the police stopped taking 
her complaints seriously. Police attitudes mirror society. Survivors reported that the police 
normalised violence and asked them to adjust to it. In one case, they even advised the 
survivor not to persist with her charges because her life would be harder still with a 
husband in prison. One survivor was taunted by the police official for having eloped to get 
married to the husband who was now abusing her. 
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Approaching senior police or district officials and having them direct the local station or 
approaching the police with an NGO representative made it easier to have complaints 
registered and investigated. 

Other than the police, survivors spoke about getting help from lawyers, self-help groups, the 
One Stop Centre and their Panchayat. A few mentioned the helpline (181). The rural 
Protection Officer was very helpful to a couple of survivors. An NGO provided guidance to 
one survivor on how to write a complaint to the police and how to seek other help. They 
have also helped with retrieving belongings. In one case, the Self-Help Group helped the 
survivor gave her an initial safe place to stay, helped her find a job and place in a shelter. 
The Jamaat instructed a husband to pay a settlement to the survivor but could not enforce 
the instruction.  

A few survivors mentioned the help of lawyers to approach the police or get a divorce while 
one mentioned that the lawyer was playing both parties to his benefit. When approached 
NGOs were helpful sometimes in addressing the situation on the ground and in helping the 
survivor go to the police. However, a couple of NGOs were mentioned as playing a 
transformational role in getting the survivor out of danger, helping her find legal solutions 
and re-settling her.  

Quality of support received by survivors 

When asked who helped them the most and how important the law was to their help-
seeking journey, survivors made it clear that legal routes and official services were largely 
irrelevant. One Protection Officer in the rural site was mentioned by four survivors. The 
police, panchayat and ‘government officials’ were acknowledged once each. Moral and 
material support came largely from their natal families—parents, siblings, cousins and the 
other close relatives. In two instances, members of the husband’s family had also provided 
support. A few survivors mentioned their friends. Neighbours and employers were 
important sources of help to a small number of survivors. Four survivors showed the 
importance of their faith as a coping mechanism when they listed God/ Jesus as their main 
source of succour, and also one mentioned the local pastor.  
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Fig 5.4 Help given to survivors  

No help given 4 

Weapons or instruments that may harm 
removed  

0 

Advice given to reconcile 26 

Victim informed about legal rights  30 

Perpetrator removed from scene with 
request from victim  

0 

Perpetrator removed from scene without 
request from victim  

0 

Temporary shelter provided to victim 10 

Medical assistance provided to victim  14 

Perpetrator arrested without authorization 
from court 

3 

Perpetrator arrested with authorization 
from court  

2 

Record taken about the incident  30 

Temporary protection order given 1 

Counseling session(s) given to victim  28 

Counseling session(s) given to perpetrator  23 

Other 4 

Total responses 50 

 

Fig 5.5: Do you think you've received adequate support?   

No  27 

Yes  30 

Total responses 57 

 

A very small number of survivors expressed satisfaction at the present state of affairs in 
their life, whether as an outcome of help-seeking or not. In contrast to the answers to our 
earlier question on the quality of support received, a large number of survivors felt 
inadequately supported. The abuse continued or they had not managed to retrieve their 
belongings. Emotional support was forthcoming but nothing that effected a change. 
Extended natal families were the most common source of support. NGOs specialising in 
support services received profuse recognition for their role in transforming the lives of 
survivors. While lawyers were mentioned, a couple of survivors complained about court 
delays as a barrier to resolution of their problems. Village elders, the 181 helpline and the 
Protection Officer received a mention each, as did one employer. Despite the fact that so 
many approached the police, nobody mentioned them in this context. 
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Fig 5.6: Has/did reporting violence change the nature of the violence?   

No 36 

Yes 21 

Total 
responses 

57 

Asked to explicate their affirmative responses, a few survivors stated that after they 
reported the violence, it intensified, sometimes after a lull. A few others described a change 
in the nature of violence, where it generally became less physical and took the form of 
greater surveillance, verbal abuse or litigation. A few said that after they reported the 
violence, they were able to leave the abusive situation or their abuser left them. A small 
(about equal) number, despite answering in the affirmative, suggested that in fact, there 
had been no change, which we might understand as reporting not having achieved the 
change they sought—to get a husband to end his affair, for instance.  

Reflecting on how they felt while seeking help, survivors described a spectrum of emotional 
states which conspicuously excluded ‘empowered,’ ‘brave’ or ‘confident.’ They mentioned 
being depressed and “emotionally broken” or “emotionally exhausted.” Mental exhaustion 
made them feel like their life was over and one mentioned suicidal thoughts. Survivors 
mentioned an emotional burden—perhaps the stigma of abuse made the experience a 
burden that should not be shared. At least one survivor said it was hard to share and burden 
her parents. They were embarrassed by public abuse. They felt pain, deep hurt, fear and 
confusion, and the experience of narrating the abuse was embarrassing and painful. They 
also felt weak.  

Only one survivor said she felt ‘satisfied’ with the outcome of her telling someone.  

What is the best outcome for a person who is experiencing domestic violence?  

For a very small number of survivors, the best outcome of the help-seeking process was a 
reconciliation with the husband and a happy life lived in a united family. The woman should 
be treated as a member of the family and not an outsider.  

Four strong themes emerged in the other replies. First, survivors said that women must 
have access to whatever help they need in any situation. This reflects the challenges of 
getting out of an abusive situation and rebuilding life—legal, psychological and material.  

Related to this, survivors stressed that abusers should be punished— “Even murderers are 
easily getting bail.” A variation on this was that they should be made to end their extra-
marital affairs and return to their wife and children.  

Third, to a majority of survivors the best outcome relates to independence, mainly financial. 
“Women should fight back and live for themselves in front of people who caused them 
difficulties.” Women should be able to work and be financially independent; one survivor 
suggested financial aid to women suffering domestic abuse. Women should be able to live 
independently and take care of their children. They should be able to retrieve their articles 
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and properties. For survivors, choice, self-respect and confidence or mental strength were 
also important dimensions of this independence.  

Finally, women spoke about happiness— “happiness without any problems.” Women should 
feel safe and happy and have a peaceful life on their own. Safety and security were 
recurrent desires. 
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COMMUNITY MEMBERS 

If survivors are unaware of institutional support systems, they must rely on their neighbours 
and other members of their community. It was therefore important to us to ascertain how 
much these individuals knew about the law and other sources of support than the police. 
What we learned was that such awareness was spotty at best. 

Fig 5.7 Awareness of rights/ legal policies 

Protection of Women from Domestic 
Violence (2005) Act  

15 

IPC Section 498A 6 

IPC Section 3 

Other 14 

Total responses 26 

 

The 60-year-old Dowry Prohibition Act was the law most people knew, being aware that one 
could be jailed for asking or giving dowry. Despite this, we have seen that economic abuse 
which goes against the spirit of this law is quite common with in-laws taking away 
belongings and certificates. There was also awareness in the community about laws against 
child abuse, child marriage and workplace sexual harassment. A few interviewees 
mentioned the laws against sexual harassment and one mentioned ‘public nuisance’ and 
eve-teasing. In addition, interviewees mentioned the fundamental right to freedom of 
speech and the right to education as well as inheritance and property rights.  

Several interviewees said that while they were aware of the existence of laws against 
domestic violence, they did not know enough to name them or list any specific provisions. 
One person mentioned that the “490-499” series had ‘a set of concrete acts to protect 
women.’ [This is a reference to Sections under the Indian Penal Code.] One interviewee said 
that while they may exist, such laws should not be invoked because domestic violence is a 
family issue and should be resolved by husband and wife.  

On the other hand, it was heartening to see that community members interviewed had 
some awareness of a host of support services: All-Women Police Stations; Mahila Courts; 
the Pink Squad from the police department; Social Welfare Department; Kavalan SOS App; 
District Legal Cell; government-supported counselling services; the 1098 helpline (Childline); 
and a 2018 monetary help scheme for domestic violence survivors.  
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SUMMARY NOTES 

• Survivors and the law Only about half of the survivors interviewed knew that India had laws 
dealing specifically with domestic violence. However, they were clear about having rights and 
listed them in terms of personal entitlement to a specific right and rights they were denied. They 
spoke of the “right to live” safely, with dignity, independently and abuse-free. 

o In the experience of survivors, laws seemed irrelevant because their husbands seemed 
undeterred by them. Plus, intersecting layers of social inequality created a sense of 
impunity in men by virtue of caste, class or other privilege.  

o 48 out of 54 interviewees said they had approached the police for help. The police were 
effective in the retrieval of personal belongings, jewellery and certificates and restoring 
children to the mother’s custody. They were however, reluctant to punish intoxicated 
abusers or register FIRs for domestic violence complaints.  

o Wherever they went, survivors received a great deal of advice—to reconcile, about their 
legal rights—and counselling appeared to be a common first response. Unsurprisingly, 
almost half felt unsupported.  

o Asked what would be the best outcome of the help-seeking process, women listed: (1) 
access to help they need in any situation; (2) punishment for abusers; (3) financial 
independence, and (4) happiness, safety and security.  

• Community members and the law About half the community members interviewed knew about 
the PWDVA, whereas they were more familiar with the Dowry Prohibition Act, 1961. They were 
better aware of support services from the AWPS, Pink Squad and Kavalan app of the police 
department to the Social Welfare Department and helplines. 
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Community member, 38, female, Christian, Backward Caste, rural 

“Be it with husband or with son, they have to move politely. If not, they will face 
issues. Only when the women are silent, the family will function normally. If they 
stand against them, life will become a torture. Women move on silently thinking that 
they want to have the family intact.”  

Edited translation of interview recording transcript 
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6. PORTRAITS OF PATRIARCHY 

Scattered through our conversations like shards of broken glass were images of patriarchy, 
allowing us to see it in concrete everyday terms. In this section, some of those are 
assembled to illustrate the complex of ideas and values that set the stage for marriage in 
this society and that normalise violence.10  

PATRIARCHY, EVERYDAY 

Women’s narratives of violence experienced and help-seeking reflect deeply embedded 
social and cultural values that delineate the place and roles of men and women. Even when 
individuals deride these values, they quote them.   

Ideas about how men and women should be are deeply ingrained. As one rural survivor put 
it, women should be disciplined, modest and dignified. Chastity is also important as 
demonstrated by all the accusations about affairs and illegitimate children that constituted 
verbal abuse in our interviews with survivors. Survivors themselves commented on women 
having affairs—the women who had affairs with their husbands and women in their families 
having affairs. One survivor said of her husband’s lover: “She has seen so many men.” The 
emphasis on chastity has a strange corollary—ownership. Another rural survivor’s husband 
said to her, “I have touched that girl. I must now marry her.” In this scenario, neither the girl 
nor the wife has a choice.  

There is also a script for men. Men’s egos are to be respected and indulged. In the words of 
a rural survivor, “Even if he dies, he will not let go of his ego.” They are arrogant— “this is 
how I will be.” By extension, “that” is how the women around them should be. They get to 
define interactions in the home.  

The entitlement that patriarchy gives men to unilaterally decide matters is exemplified by 
one urban survivor’s husband who believes there is no need to have children because his 
brother has them and his family line will be secured. The question of her own desire to have 
a child or to secure her family line does not arise. The husband and in-laws also express 
their preference for a male child or a second or third child unilaterally. Little wonder that a 
semi-urban survivor asked what we meant by ‘urimai’ (right).  

Survivors showed how deeply ingrained is the belief that men are protectors. Several of 
them lamented the absence of male figures in their natal families. There were no men to 
question the violence they were experiencing. The absence of men also meant that they 
could not burden their all-female natal households. Despite their experience with marriage, 
one of them missed having a husband to “share her inner agony.” “I have neither financial 
strength (paṇa balam) nor male strength (aaṇ balam),” a rural survivor said.  

The belief that women need the support of a man in their life has other consequences. One 
rural survivor was married while still under-age and to a man considerably older than her, 
because her single parent father worried that she would be on her own. Another said that 

 
10 This section of the report draws on the detailed field notes of survivor interviews maintained by ACR 
Sudaroli and Sandya Srinivasan S.  
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without a man, there was no need to spell out how men would behave with her. A semi-
urban survivor said that wherever she sought help, she was propositioned. Another said she 
would seek an ‘āmbala thuṇai’ (male support)11 because without that, life would be difficult. 
No one should pose an obstacle to her remarrying.  

Given how essential the presence of a man is in this scheme, their sense of superiority is 
logical. A rural survivor recounts that asking how her husband would feel if she acted as he 
did, he would reply, “Are we the same?” “Should I relent, listening to you, a woman?” “We 
cannot submit to a woman. We will subdue women and keep them at our feet.” Another 
said, “They show their masculinity by beating women.” Male promiscuity is normalised, 
even justified. An army wife (semi-urban) was told by her mother-in-law: “He will keep ten 
wives (women). He is a military man.”  

Women “adjust” to this world. They are constantly advised—by parents, in-laws, 
neighbours, service providers— “Men are like this. You must adjust and go along.” They are 
advised to give them a little freedom (“Konjam vittu pidinga”). Women so internalise these 
patriarchal hierarches that one survivor said that the reason she did not tell anyone outside 
her immediate natal family about the abuse and her separation was to protect the 
reputation of her marital family, especially her father-in-law, a community elder.  

Men are almost never held accountable for their actions. If a man has an extra-marital 
affair, there is some shortcoming in the wife that they are not able to tie their husbands to 
their saree pallus. If a man beats his wife, it is because of how she is, what she did or some 
deficit in the relationship that she is responsible for—often, dowry. If they are violent while 
intoxicated, the liquor is to blame. Survivors told us too often, “On his own, he is good. My 
mother-in-law (or other, usually female, in-law) poisons his mind.” At least one woman 
uttered the words commonly repeated in society: Women are women’s enemies.  

The degree to which patriarchal values are embedded in society is illustrated by the fact 
that in most cases, even after describing the most abusive relationships situations, survivors 
would use the respectful ‘avar’ instead of ‘avan’ while speaking of their husbands. When 
they quoted their husbands or narrated their stories on the other hand, words like 
‘thevudiya’12 (slut) make a regular appearance. When expressing their views on gender 
relations, they use words like ‘pombalai’ and ‘pottachi’ for ‘woman/ women’ instead of 
‘penn.’13  

  

 
11 The Tamil word ‘thuṇai’ in many senses. It can mean companionship, support, protection or escort (as in, 
will you accompany me to this haunted house?).  
12 This word appears to be a distortion of the word for those who were dedicated to serve in temples, 
devadasis. Quite apart from the insult it is meant to be at face value, it is layered with a moralistic disdain for 
sex work as well as a casteist prejudice since that was work done largely by one communities.  
13 Penn is formal, pombalai is colloquial but pottachi is pejorative.  
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MARRIAGE 

What is marriage in this context? What does it mean to be married? One survivor described 
it as “just fifteen minutes of happiness.” 

Reading survivor interviews, a depressing picture emerges of the average marriage. In a 
society that consider marriage the end-game for a girl-child, the real game appears to be 
‘passing the parcel’ with most parents anxious to be rid of their daughters as quickly as 
possible. This trend is exacerbated during crises as the COVID-19 pandemic showed with 
rising rates of child marriage.  

Indian society is structured around family relationships and networks, and these, in turn are 
built around matrimonial alliances. Marriage and family reinforce caste identities and ties. 
Therefore, getting married and getting your children married are important milestones. The 
search for matrimonial alliances generally takes place within a framework of rules and 
protocols.  

Caste endogamy is important all over India, and Tamil Nadu, despite its anti-caste, 
rationalist history is not an exception. Despite the practice of Self-Respect weddings, 
marriage outside the caste, whether arranged or by choice, is still not widely accepted. Till 
date, caste-based killings to nullify such relationships are known to take place. A milder 
version is daily domestic abuse in which the caste difference is repeatedly brought up.  

Tamil society still favours cross-cousin and avunculate marriages. They are not just preferred 
as a way of keeping property close but also considered an entitlement. This is to say that the 
children of a brother and a sister can get married. Quite often, this will be reinforced by an 
exchange, where for instance, a brother’s daughter will marry his sister’s son and the sister’s 
daughter will marry the brother’s son. Avunculate marriages, especially between a maternal 
uncle and niece, are also widely accepted or even, preferred. Such a marriage can also be 
arranged by right—I have the right to marry this person, that is. These customs have 
important implications for our discussion of help-seeking by domestic violence survivors.   

Why do people get married? Among the survivors interviewed, there were few instances of 
adults choosing to get married after a period of acquaintance and friendship. By and large, 
these were arranged marriages which had turned out to be abusive. In a few, the bride was 
under-age and had no idea what to expect from marriage. There were a few love marriages 
and learning this was significant in three different ways across the cases: first, it cut the 
survivor off from her natal family; second, it set up an antagonistic relationship with her in-
laws because she was not their choice, and third, where there was an elopement or 
premarital sex, it set the stage for emotional abuse through suspicion and taunts by the 
partner she had chosen.  

Some survivors had married their cousins and one her uncle. The abuse is not mitigated by 
the family relationship but is likely to bear the wait of past misgivings and conflicts. More 
relevant to our concerns in this project—where does a domestic violence victim go if her 
natal and marital family are the same? Given that survivors usually first reach out to their 
families, where do they go if their mother-in-law is their father’s sister or their brother is 
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married to their abuser’s sister? One young rural survivor belongs to the second generation 
of such marriages. Her parents-in-law are her parents’ siblings—a brother-sister, sister-
brother exchange—and she is married to the second couple’s son. Mutual relatives have 
unsuccessfully attempted mediation but the core issue is inadequate dowry.  

Marriage is also arranged as a character reformation project for men, and this was the story 
of two rural survivors. The faith is that he will change if he gets married. If the survivor 
leaves, then she is told that if she would come and stay in the marital home, he will mend 
his ways and not seek drink or female company.  

What do men and their families expect from marriage? This may be summed up in the 
following words: obedience, sex when they want and household service.  

Women described the implicit obedience expected of them. What the husband said, went 
and they were to ask no questions. They expect their wives to be as submissive as slaves 
(adimaya irukkanam). One semi-urban survivor said that her husband would ask her to 
stand and she must stand. If she happened to sit, he would check her and say, “I told you to 
stand, didn’t I?” She never spoke back because it would shame her.  

One survivor who supports her family said that she was like the man of the house.  

While verbal and emotional abuse seem to be far more common, many of the women had 
experienced sexual coercion. Three of them expressed a belief that forced sex was not 
violence. “What can you do?” one asked. A wife has to “cooperate” once she is married. 
One city survivor said that her experience was like a cinematic rape scene every time. A 
rural survivor said she had been made to feel that it was the only reason her husband 
married her. Despite their beliefs, some survivors did not mince words to express their lack 
of interest in or revulsion for the men to whom they were married. 

Women described the housework and care work that they had done over the years of 
abuse. One rural survivor was told that there was no need for her to aspire to be a wife; she 
was just a servant in the house. Another was told, “You must be a wife to me. You must 
wash my clothes. You must cook.” A third asked asked: if we do our work, what reason do 
they have for beating us? A corollary of these expectations was that the women were not to 
expect to be a part of family discussions and matters. 

A fourth expectation is that when the daughter gets married, she truly leaves the family for 
good—or rather, for better or worse. While in some cases, survivors’ ties to the natal family 
were severed because they had chosen their own partners and in others, because the 
circumstances of the natal family did not permit them to return, in general, the belief is that 
once married, the daughter must fend for herself in the other house. One rural survivor was 
told: “We have got you married. Now no matter what, you must remain there.” A semi-
urban survivor presented new dowry demands to her natal family on behalf of her husband, 
to hear: “We have done what we needed to for you. Now it’s up to you and your husband. 
You have chosen this life and you must look after yourself.” Survivors express the feeling 
that they have nowhere to go and no one to care for them.  
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Some survivors mentioned that when they got married, they hardly knew what to expect. 
Some had seen domestic violence in their natal families and when it happened to them, 
they were not surprised. It also kept them from sharing so as not to burden their families 
any more. Confronting her husband, one survivor was told, “I lied to you during our 
courtship. What can you now do?”  

Women expect protection in a marriage. As one rural survivor said, “The protection of 
women by men is the purpose of marriage.”  

What women are told over and over is that they must adjust to the hand that society has 
dealt them. Some examples:  

• There are problems in any house. Women must rise above them and not leave home. 

• He is actually a good boy.14 Just go along with him (anusarichi iru). (The person has been 
accused of molestation at work.) 

• I have to stay with him even if he beats or shoves me.  

• He will reform, just focus on your children. 

The reality of these marriages is heartbreaking. AS5 said that she would only get to eat if a 
mediator insisted that he feed her. While many lived with suspicion and verbal taunts, one 
survivor was taunted for her lack of sexual experience at the time of marriage. Survivors 
were sometimes financially dependent on the abuser and sometimes supporting them but 
still facing abuse. Extra-marital affairs seemed to be commonplace and normalised, with 
some survivors being told that they were not illegal—anyone can be with anybody. AS9’s 
husband told her he now wanted to be with his cousin. CS17 was assured that men would 
only wander as long as the blood in their veins was hot. VS9’s drunk husband called out to 
passers-by telling them she was not busy and they could visit her. Violence and abuse within 
the relationship were normalised with people saying: “Don’t you think we have these 
problems?” 

Despite this experience of marriage, the alternative—living alone in a patriarchal world—is 
daunting enough that women still insist that they want to be permitted to stay in the 
marital home. They return to their abusive marriages over and over, in hope that things will 
change and in despair at what they see outside. One of the symbols of being married in 
Tamil Nadu is the thaali15 and its removal traditionally denotes the end of the marriage. The 
thaali, traditionally and in contemporary times, is also the symbol of faith and fidelity to the 
marriage. Even when survivors left, they wore the thaali in the hope that it would reunite 
them.  

 
14 Older people will describe men and women as boys and girls.   
15 At the wedding, the thaali is a thick cotton thread dipped in turmeric and woven with pendants specific to 
each caste or religious community group. It is placed like a chain around the neck and the groom ties two 
knots while his sister or other female relative tie the third, signifying the coming together of the families. 
Those who can afford it, replace the cotton thread with a gold or other chain at some point. In recent years, 
the emotions and superstition surrounding the thaali have been reinforced by storytelling in popular culture 
and captured colloquially by the term ‘thaali sentiment.’ 
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Women whose marriages have broken and who have returned to their parents’ home are 
called ‘vaazhaavetti,’ a word that packs the cruelty of patriarchy within its four syllables 
which suggest a life truncated. This is the one thing that survivors want to avoid. Even the 
worst marriage confers a respectability and visibility in society that being single and 
separated do not. So much so, a semi-urban survivor, whose abusive husband died and for 
whom all the usual widowhood rituals were not performed, dwelt in this injustice that 
denies her rightful status as a widow.  

VIOLENCE IS NORMAL 

The first violence in several cases is that performed by the parents or natal family: child 
marriage or forced marriage. One urban survivor’s wedding is an example. She was brought 
up by her grandmother. Her maternal uncle wanted to get her married to his wife’s sister’s 
son who was an alcoholic. She was working in a garment factory and this person used to 
phone and bother her there. Her uncle and father took her away from her place of work and 
to his house. She and her sister went in to eat and they were locked inside. She shouted for 
help and he opened the door. Their relatives said that they had been together and therefore 
must get married. The demands for dowry during and after the wedding are the second 
form of wedding-related violence.  

For married women, the violence they experience is reinforced by those around them and 
most of them believe these justifications.  

• Extra-marital relations. While survivors consider infidelity and abandonment a form of 
abuse, the abusers, their families, community and support service providers shrug it off 
saying that this happens and he will return to you someday. Some survivors have been 
told that it is now legal for any couple to get together.  

• Alcohol. Intoxication appears to provide an opportunity and an excuse for violence. 
Families defend the drunk abuser and the police let him off with a warning. One survivor 
astutely asked a person who did know what he was doing could target them so precisely.  

• Suspicion. Suspicion of the wife, her character and behaviour appear to be the norm. 
Even when the husband is not suspicious, their families suggest to them that they should 
be. 

• Violent family cultures. Survivors describe other violent interactions and relationships, 
including one instance of suspected “honour” killing. One survivor said that the 
neighbours would rather not intervene and antagonise a person given to violence. 
Another said her son hit her daughter and then, “Like his father, he would first beat and 
then kiss her.”  

• Family encouragement. Survivors reported that their husbands were urged to be violent. 
One rural survivor’s family told him to her tie her up and another’s family said, even if 
we kill you, you have to be here.  

The natal family does not just reinforce the normalisation with its advice about adjustment. 
In one urban survivor’s case, her in-laws ‘tested her character’ by having her own maternal 
uncle proposition her. She would have accepted his advances if she were the person they 
insisted she was. The maternal uncle participated in this ‘test’ and his wife explained to her 
later what was going on.  
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*** 

How does a person, who has been physically and emotionally traumatised and has probably 
lost money and confidence, get past the abuse to share and seek help? In a culture soaked 
in misogyny and inequality, this has got to be a very difficult experience. We have described 
the context and challenges faced so far in order to address the underlying concern of this 
project: how do we build resilience so that individuals who face the daily debilitation of 
violence can leave and rebuild their lives?   

SUMMARY NOTES 

Patriarchal values are manifested in every narrative in this research. Ideas about how men 
and women should be and what their place and roles are explicit and implicit. In this script, 
men are entitled and meant to be indulged. Women are meant to submit and serve. These 
ideas script and are reinforced by women’s dependence on men.  

Heterosexual, endogamous and arranged marriage anchors patriarchal society in India. In 
Tamil Nadu, marriages within kinship networks are also practised. Together, they create 
relationships that are hard to escape. Marriages are patrilineal and once the daughter 
leaves, her return is a disgrace. Within these marriages, expectations are also fixed—women 
will keep house and men will tell them what to do.  

Transgressions of these norms are punishable by violence, which is therefore normalised.  

The challenge of building resilience is the challenge of building the processes and structures 
in the short-term that will facilitate cultural change over time.   
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Community Member, 23. Urban male. 

“It must be taught from the very small age—from 3rd or 4th Standard, we must start 
teaching them about domestic violence. Then they would know something like this 
exists. When they get to know at 22 (age) then there is no use. I think that is what we 
have to do in the first place. Only if we do so, there will be some change. I wouldn’t 
say it will totally eliminate domestic violence but it will help at least to an extent.”  

Edited translation of interview recording transcript 
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7. RECOVERING RESILIENCE 

This project arose out of a broader quest to understand resilience in both intellectual and 
practical terms. Where do humans find their resilience? What are the external supports and 
impediments for it? How does any society (or state) build the resilience of its people in the 
face of adversity? We took this question to a section of people vulnerable because of their 
gender in a patriarchal society and because of their everyday experience of violence in the 
very contexts that are meant to keep us safe—intimate relationships, family and home.  

At the conclusion of this report, we look for an understanding of resilience in the responses 
that community members (i.e., the social context), the support ecosystem (the existing 
sources of resilience) and survivors themselves gave. We asked community members and 
support service providers what they thought was the best or optimal outcome of help-
seeking for a woman experiencing domestic violence. We asked survivors about the kind of 
help they thought was necessary.  

OPTIMAL OUTCOMES OF HELP-SEEKING 

It is commonly lamented that everything in patriarchal society works to support the 
heterosexual, married family structure and in favour of reconciliation and ‘adjustment,’ as 
Indians put it. To understand this better, we added the question about optimal outcomes. 
Taken out of the specific context of a survivor’s actual story, we wanted to understand what 
people genuinely thought made for a true ‘happy ending’ for a survivor of domestic 
violence. 

Community Members 

Of thirty community members interviewed, only one said that getting a good husband 
would be the best outcome for a woman’s life and future. Another said that the husband 
should understand and meet the needs of the wife. Three others spoke more broadly of 
family—both the husband and wife should live together without any issues, happily. 
Women should be respected and promised trust without betrayal or dishonesty.  

One interviewee had no opinion on the question and one said that it depended on the 
survivor. If she wants to live together if so counselling should be done and must make the 
couples live together or if she wants divorce and separate from the husband. 

A peaceful life without any problems was what others wanted for women. Women should 
live happily and have a good life. One person said they should be able to take their own 
decisions, learning from past experience and making sure not to repeat that in the future. 
They should not face discrimination. 

Two interviewees responded with one word: justice. Perpetrators must be punished and not 
repeat the violence. Women should be freed from the abusive situation. Their rights should 
be addressed. Government offices should act promptly and with empathy, and not dismiss 
the case rudely by normalising violence. Cases should be tried and settled without delay. 
Both men and women must be sensitised for gender equality.    
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Several people highlighted the importance of financial independence. Women should be 
able to work and independently support themselves and their children. They should be able 
to access economic benefits and financial assistance. At least four interviewees felt that the 
government should help survivors find jobs or employ them on a preferential basis. 
Government jobs spelt economic security and one person said a woman working in the 
uniformed or civil services would be respected and feared 

Two interviewees spoke about confidence. Confidence would allow them to move away 
from an abusive situation. Education and work were the greatest dowry parents could give a 
girl; another said that “parental spoon-feeding” has to change. The same person felt that 
women’s focus on their looks affects their confidence and they feel responsible for every 
problem. Another said: “A daughter-in-law earning a lot becomes the ‘mother-in-law’ and 
head of the family.”  

Finally, two interviewees listed freedom as an important end: women should be free to do 
what they want. They should have the right to choose independently.  

Support Service Providers 

We posed the same question to those charged with assisting survivors on their journey to a 
better life. We present their responses by category.  

NGOs 

The preference for preserving the marital family unit was expressed by some of the NGO 
representatives we interviewed. The couple, one felt, should have mutual understanding 
and women should understand and adjust with their in-laws. Economic issues in the family 
should also be resolved. Another said that women want to reunite with their husbands. 
Counselling must be provided so that “even after punishment they live together.” One 
interviewee said that the best thing that could happen is that the abusive family could learn 
about the gravity of violence and change their behaviour. This person said that abusive 
husbands and families should learn that their anger causes stress, depression and even 
drives people to suicide. People should understand that women also have feelings; when 
respect for another human being is a norm, violence will not happen.  

Echoing the community members, one person said that women should get what they think 
they need and must have a peaceful life. Every woman has different needs and expectations 
from life, even beyond abuse. The optimal outcome would be for them to be met.  

Mandatory support services must be developed and women should be aware of them and 
able to access them. They should receive support as soon as they seek it. This should be 
client-centred, non-victimizing and inclusive support. A woman’s help-seeking experience 
should not be traumatising so that they stop midway and withdraw.  

Other desirable factors that were mentioned in these interviews: security, economic 
independence, education and remarriage. One person emphasised the importance of 
mental health support.  
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Government Service Providers and Protection Officers 

A single outcome cannot serve the different needs of different women, said one 
interviewee. Each woman’s need should define their optimal outcome. Each woman should 
find the resolution she seeks—whether she wants to live with her husband or separate. One 
provider felt that most women will want their husbands to realise their mistakes and live 
with them. The husband must not beat the wife and accept her opinions too, said one 
provider, indicating that she favoured family reconciliation.  

The second theme in this set of answers was a safe place to live. Women should have a safe 
place to live; to this end, women should be granted residential rights (to continue to stay 
while the abuser leaves). Having a safe place to say will help secure her life, and she can 
earn a living to support herself and children.  

Women should be financially independent. Financial dependence allows men to treat them 
as slaves. While women may ask for their husbands to be punished, one person said that 
compensation and maintenance would help a survivor secure her present and future.  Social 
security, vocational training and skill development were mentioned. Two interviewees 
stressed mental health in their answers, saying women should come out of their depression. 
Education helps them with this. Education and employment enable women to take care of 
their children “in a positive way.” To this end, one interviewee recommended supporting 
students with scholarship programmes, especially tribal and rural students and single 
parents.  

Healthcare Providers 

One healthcare provider stated as a priority that women should first get proper medical 
treatment and then other services can be discussed with her, felt one person. The woman 
should not suffer from further illness and be affected again and again.  

The perpetrator should be severely punished.  

The survivor should get emotional support from both her parents and her in-laws to emerge 
from her trauma and depression. She should also receive counselling.  

Favouring reconciliation, one interviewee said the couple and their families should be 
counselled with a view to having a better life together. Long-term counselling can help avoid 
divorce. Support from the in-laws would make the couple “very comfortable in their married 
life,” said another. Family counselling would enable people to “accept their reality and live 
together.” One person said, “A woman should adjust and live with the perpetrator as much 
as possible but if there is no other option for the violence to stop or reduce, she must come 
out of it.” Women with children hesitate to leave their marital home. 

Common themes in the other responses: Education of the girl child is important and so is 
the promotion of self-confidence. Women should be aware of their rights and government 
services, apart from the police. Women should have financial freedom, job security and the 
independence to take care of her own needs. Women’s sense of self-worth should be 
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improved so that they do not settle for something less and make sure that no one does 
them wrong, said one person. 

Coordinated services by the government will mitigate the helplessness women feel. 
Although domestic violence is complex and cannot be solved quickly, felt one provider, 
women should know they can seek help no matter what.  

Lawyers 

While privilege (or its lack) can change the optimal outcome for women, dignity and choice 
are basic tenets for every individual to lead a full life, in the words of one lawyer.  

One interviewee said that there could be no mechanical solution. Another said that any 
family dispute should be approached with a view to possible reunion. In his view, when a 
wife approaches a lawyer, the lawyer should not ask the husband to come to the office for a 
meeting. This is tantamount to ‘katta panchayattu’ (informal mediation). But he felt that 
counsellors and lawyers were predisposed to force reconciliation and reunion.  

Every woman decides what her threshold of tolerance is and no one can question that, said 
one lawyer. Another lawyer said that a woman does not leave home for a single slap and 
every woman has a different saturation point, coming out only when they are pushed 
beyond that. Even when they have an income, women are dependent on men. Women 
must decide what they want and whether they want to leave their situation. Once they 
decide, there are lawyers to work on the decisions and file for remedies.  

Within their sphere of work, lawyers had specific views. Aggrieved women should get justice 
and orders should be properly implemented. For some women, it is enough if their 
belongings and properties are returned but the police are unable to execute these orders 
and retrieve and return them. Domestic violence victims should be granted immediate 
protection and shelter. Their cases should be prioritised and they should receive care, 
support and their rights should be protected. A two-fold solution should be provided. Justice 
should be done for the original complaint women made to the court, whatever the 
punishment (like imprisonment). Moreover, alimony or child maintenance should be 
granted. Relief should be quick and easy. One lawyer said the options for women were 
separation, maintenance or a settlement, and in some cases, they choose to reunite with 
their marital families.  

Women should be treated as human and at least her minimal basic needs and rights should 
be fulfilled. To this end, women should be given jobs so that they can take care of 
themselves and their children without begging.  

Police 

One interviewee said that every case was different and the gravity of the case would 
determine the outcome.  

One police interviewee said that when there is no violence, the best outcome is for a 
husband and wife to live together as a family. Another said that women should have the 
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choice whether to continue with the relationship or to get a divorce. A woman’s own 
decision is what is best for her and another interviewee said that a woman should get a 
solution based on the problem she faces. Women should get their basic needs (residence, 
financial support) met and live in peace.  

One police person said that while some women want to reunite with their husbands, others 
just want some maintenance to take care of their children and everyday needs. Another 
person mentioned shelter homes and short stay homes for women who want to leave 
because of extreme violence where they can stay safely with their children. Some help with 
children’s education and arrange work for the women.  

A deeper perspective held that women need to know that what they have undergone is 
violence and is not right. That recognition comes first and then we can speak of other needs. 
Many women do not want their money or jewels back and are just desperate to leave the 
relationship and get a divorce.  

THE HELP SURVIVORS SEEK 

The survivors we interviewed were at different stages in their journey. Some were still living 
with their abusers; some had left but their cases were still pending and a few had made a 
clean break. We asked them to tell us what help women in their situation needed and what 
help would they like to see extended to others like them.  

Reconciliation 

Five of the sixty-one survivors believed that women should not leave their husbands. A 
marriage was bound to have problems and a woman must solve them. One survivor said 
that mothers-in-law should see their daughters-in-law as their daughters and another said 
that her husband should end his affair and return to live her and their children happily. 
Women should be able to live with her husband happily. 

A larger number of support providers believed that this is what women really wanted and 
that they elect to stay with their husbands despite the abuse. 

Crisis support: Safety, Justice, Shelter 

Reflecting their own immediate concerns, survivors described the help they needed in an 
emergency. One said that women should overcome their fear and seek help or talk to their 
family. Survivors should leave perpetrators and become free. They should get protection 
from their husbands. A woman must be offered help to live separately from her husband 
and to find a safe place to stay.  

Survivors spoke about getting emotional support—the source did not mater. One survivor 
said that women like her must join hands and seek justice. Women should be confident and 
happiness was more important than money. Women should be able to remarry if they want.  

One survivor expressed her anger by saying men should be sterilised after they have 
children. They should not have affairs; they should stop drinking and they should take care 
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of the family. Men who abuse women must be punished. Another survivor said, “When the 
abuser is arrested and is suffering in jail eating kaḷi (gruel), women will be happy.” Another 
said she needed to leave the house and divorce her husband.  

A survivor should be able to get counselling if she wants and legal help to approach the 
court, without hesitation or fear. There should be laws that deter men from committing 
violence against women.  

Survivors said they wanted to be safe and happy; women should not face violence. They 
spoke about living safely and peacefully with their children. Women should not face 
violence.   

Economic 

Twenty-one of the survivors spoke about economic independence: “getting a job and living 
in peace” as a few of them put it. Getting a job was most important for their wish to be self-
reliant and to raise their children and educate them. One survivor said women needed a 
financial safety net and another said women should get life insurance. One wanted to get 
back her jewellery and build a house for herself. Another said, “Financial independence and 
a proper job give a woman confidence to take care of herself and her children without 
depending on others for help.” It would empower women to dismiss their husbands. 
Independent women could make confident decisions about their future.  

One survivor suggested that single mothers should receive monetary relief and support 
from the government.  

BUILDING RESILIENCE 

At the end of this report, having discussed the experience of domestic violence and help-
seeking and the understanding of law, and finally, what interviewees see as the best 
possible end to these heart-breaking stories, a few themes emerge clearly as enablers or 
impediments to help-seeking and surviving violence.  

Patriarchal preferences 

The persistent preference for family reconciliation and what is commonly called 
‘adjustment’ in India transcends context and opportunity. That is, not only does it cut across 
community and class, but also where people are explicitly trained and charged to facilitate 
support and justice services. Across every interviewee category, there were people who 
favoured preserving the family even when it was abusive and who thought that women 
should remain within their marital home. Family counselling towards reforming the husband 
and legal mediation towards a reunion were described (and prescribed) more than once. 
Survivors’ complaints about violence were dismissed and violence itself was normalised and 
trivialised.  

Moreover, patriarchal thinking encourages forms of violence that place women at risk for 
domestic violence. Early marriage that interrupts education locks a girl in a marriage before 
she understands what to expect from life itself. She is unable to recognize violence and she 
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is unable to leave and fend for herself. Forced marriage within the family is a double bind—
women find themselves in abusive marriages but also within a tangled family web where 
there are no sources of help. Raised in patriarchy, men think of themselves as entitled to 
sexual favours from any women they fancy. As a corollary, they consider stalking and 
deceitful courtship as valid ways of winning such favours. Patriarchy stigmatises pre-marital 
sex and so the couple are made to marry but thereafter, there are no constraints on the 
man—to abuse, to cheat or to leave.  

On the other hand, the accounts of help-seeking point clearly to the role of families in 
helping survivors either find their way out of abusive contexts or to cope while continuing to 
live within. We see the crucial role that natal family support plays in empowering survivors, 
how debilitating its lack is and how the marital family bands together to protect abusers. 
Where families are able to set aside patriarchal considerations—she married without our 
consent; once married, she must not return; abuse is the victim’s fault, or there is stigma in 
separation—women are able to share their trauma and usually find a way to leave. Natal 
families mired in patriarchal thinking end up as collaborators in abuse by the marital family.  

The same is true of the community and support service providers. If the neighbours 
recognise violence as wrongdoing and are willing to contact the police or the natal family, 
the woman has a chance of surviving. If they observe the patriarchal boundaries of the 
household and are intimidated by the abuser’s violence, then the woman remains trapped. 
When support service providers offer information and options to survivors and stand in 
solidarity while they decide what to do, they offer her an escape route. When they are 
sympathetic but make it known, even implicitly, that they think she should adjust or that 
they do not believe her or that this is normal, then they remove her chances of survival.  

In short, the presence or absence of patriarchal preferences makes a significant difference 
to how resilient a woman is when she faces abuse.  

Emergency support 

Through the study four issues emerge with regard to emergency support services.  

1. Quality of services: Under-trained, under-staffed and under-resourced 

Most survivors first reach out to their families but they need a network of outside services in 
order to leave the abusive situation and rebuild their lives. In our conversations with five 
categories of service providers, only two could be presumed to be specialists—specialist 
NGOs, of which there were only two in our sample of 13, and Protection Officers. This paltry 
number is compensated by the numerous others who do offer support: non-specialist NGOs 
who respond to need; other government officials who are accessible to the public; doctors 
and other health care providers who respond to the physical and psychosomatic signs of 
abuse; lawyers who tackle court matters and the police who are for survivors the first resort 
during an incident of violence and easiest to reach. What is clear is that all these service 
providers, intentional or accidental, are under-trained, under-staffed and under-resourced.  
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In the context of responding to domestic violence survivors, ‘under-trained’ can be as simple 
as not knowing the laws and knowing where (else) help may be sought. Across the board it 
means a lack of gender sensitisation, an ability to think reflectively and critically about 
patriarchy’s strictures. Non-specialist NGOs that may lack the wherewithal to organise their 
own in-service training do sometimes attend government-sponsored trainings but mostly, 
they seem to learn from their own experience. Government trainings are occasional and 
many government service providers do not express confidence in them. Often, they are 
appointed and take charge of their service roles but the training follows much later, leaving 
them scrambling for guidance. One of the most shocking findings in our interviews was that 
lawyers were not always aware of the Protection of Women from Domestic Violence (2005) 
Act. There seems to be no professional accreditation requirement to update one’s 
knowledge on a regular basis. This is also true of the police. In addition, both lawyers and 
police are prone to seeing their role as one of informal mediation, oriented to arriving at a 
‘compromise.’16 The police also perpetuate their own interpretation of the law such as not 
being able to hold an intoxicated person responsible for abuse or that the law ‘allows 
anyone to sleep with anyone.’ The Tamil Nadu Police have over the last 20 years organised 
systematic gender training programmes but there is no way to track comprehension or 
retention.  

Under-staffing is particularly a challenge with government offices. Unfilled posts abound, 
leaving a single official with multiple charges. There are not enough staff to assist with each 
of these, leaving the official over-extended and over-worked. In the context of domestic 
violence services, this also means they are likely to burn out early. The very provision of one 
Protection Office in each district is inadequate. If one in three women suffers some form of 
violence, then given India’s population density, there should be an accessible Protection 
Officer in each block. Protection Officers have no staff either and traverse the district 
helping petitioners on their own.  

In the process of creating additional posts across the district, it might be useful to think 
about setting up a permanent cadre of government-employed social workers—with 
specialisation by issue (domestic violence, child rights, child sexual abuse, for instance)—
where contracts are not short-term and there is a performance-linked promotion path. 
Government may thus signal its investment in eliminating violence and social workers have 
incentive to keep learning.  

This brings us to the question of under-resourcing. That there are just two specialist NGOs 
with shelters in this sample is also a reflection on the number of shelters and specialist 
service providers across the state. The non-specialists would not have the capacity or 
budget to expand their services and would depend on government services. These are not 
without their own resource challenges.17  

 
16 The word ‘compromise’ is used in interesting ways in Tamil and “Tanglish” (a local Tamil-English colloquial 
blend). “To compromise someone” is to make parties in dispute come to a compromise. It may also mean to 
persuade them to change their mind. Essentially it is intended to end the dispute.  
17 Lam-lynti Chittara Neralu (LCN, a national network on shelter homes) conducted studies in six Indian states 
to foreground the voices of women in shelter homes. These studies are available online:  Voices from the 
Fringes: Experiences of female survivors of violence in shelter homes in Assam; Beyond the Roof: An action-
research study on women survivors of violence and shelter homes in Delhi; A Refuge of Hope: Women’s 

https://www.jagori.org/sites/default/files/VOICES%20FROM%20THE%20FRINGES%20-%20NEN%20Assam%20final%2015%20march%202019.pdf
https://www.jagori.org/sites/default/files/VOICES%20FROM%20THE%20FRINGES%20-%20NEN%20Assam%20final%2015%20march%202019.pdf
https://www.jagori.org/sites/default/files/BEYOND%20THE%20ROOF%20-%20STUDY%20OF%20SHELTERS%20IN%20DELHI%20July%202019_0.pdf
https://www.jagori.org/sites/default/files/BEYOND%20THE%20ROOF%20-%20STUDY%20OF%20SHELTERS%20IN%20DELHI%20July%202019_0.pdf
https://www.jagori.org/sites/default/files/A%20REFUGE%20OF%20HOPE%20-%20WOMENS%20EXPERIENCE%20OF%20SHELTER%20HOMES%20IN%20SOUTH%20KARNATAKA%202019_0.pdf


193 
 

Government officials, including Protection Officers, complained about having to spend their 
own money for travel across the district for work. They have neither allocated transport nor 
a travel allowance. Critically, under-resourcing is also an issue for the One-Stop Centres 
which are supposed to offer comprehensive, coordinated support for all kinds of gender 
violence and sexual assault. Apart from travel, though, Protection Officers usually share 
space with other officers and have no privacy for conversations with survivors nor even 
secure storage space. Their personal mobile numbers are made publicly known rather than 
allocating to them dedicated mobile and landline numbers for this work. Apart from the loss 
of privacy, this leaves them open to hostile calls from the families of survivors. They are not 
confident about security support during field visits. 

The use of the Nirbhaya allocations in each state remains an inadequately answered 
question. They were meant for the creation and consolidation of gender violence 
prevention and victim services but misallocated or unused, have ended up in other 
projects.18  

2. Lack of coordination 

This report maps an ecosystem of support but the term ‘ecosystem’ implies a degree of 
mutual awareness and coordination that simply does not exist. The lack of coordination is 
evident in two realities. 

First, the expectation of coordination is the expectation of systemic protocols for joint 
action. For instance, if a Protection Officer needs to visit a particular village, there should be 
a systemic protocol so that the local police accompany her (for her security at least) and are 
in the know of the case. This does not exist and such coordination appears to depend on the 
initiative and responsiveness of particular officers. Such protocols should be a given 
especially among government service providers mandated to do this work.   

While some networks of NGO service providers do exist, they are necessarily like island 
networks and they do not intersect with each other. So, a couple of the NGOs, including one 
specialist provider, spoke about their networks and referrals and help across these, but the 
networks do not intersect or overlap in a significant way. By ‘significant,’ we mean both that 
there should exist a single directory that all can access and connect to and that there should 

 
Experience of Shelter Homes in South Karnataka; Towards Re-visioning of Shelter Homes in North 
Karnataka;  Re-visioning Shelter Homes in Meghalaya and In Search of a Dignity Restoring Safe Space (Tamil 
Nadu). A synthesis of the reports is available here: Survivor Speak.  
 
18 See, for instance: KV Navya, Women's safety in Chennai: Nirbhaya schemes still in ‘tender’ stage, New Indian 
Express, March 24, 2022, accessed at 
https://www.newindianexpress.com/cities/chennai/2022/mar/24/womens-safety-in-chennai-nirbhaya-
schemes-still-in-tender-stage-2433538.html on January 6, 2023; Ten years on, 30% of 'Nirbhaya Fund' remain 
unutilised: Report, Hindustan Times, December 17, 2022, accessed at https://www.hindustantimes.com/india-
news/ten-years-on-30-of-nirbhaya-fund-remain-unutilised-report-101671235168933.html on January 6, 2023; 
Varun HK, Interactive: How Nirbhaya Fund has been utilised over the years, Deccan Herald, December 13, 
2022, accessed at https://www.deccanherald.com/national/interactive-how-nirbhaya-fund-has-been-utilised-
over-the-years-1171284.html on January 6, 2023. 
 
 

https://www.jagori.org/sites/default/files/A%20REFUGE%20OF%20HOPE%20-%20WOMENS%20EXPERIENCE%20OF%20SHELTER%20HOMES%20IN%20SOUTH%20KARNATAKA%202019_0.pdf
https://www.jagori.org/sites/default/files/TOWARDS%20REVISIONING%20SHELTER%20HOMES%20IN%20NORTH%20KARNATAKA%202019.pdf
https://www.jagori.org/sites/default/files/TOWARDS%20REVISIONING%20SHELTER%20HOMES%20IN%20NORTH%20KARNATAKA%202019.pdf
https://www.jagori.org/sites/default/files/REVISIONING%20SHELTER%20HOMES%20IN%20MEGHALAYA%202019.pdf
https://www.jagori.org/sites/default/files/IN%20SEARCH%20OF%20A%20DIGNITY%20RESTORING%20SAFE%20SPACE-%20Tamil%20Nadu%202019.pdf
https://www.jagori.org/sites/default/files/IN%20SEARCH%20OF%20A%20DIGNITY%20RESTORING%20SAFE%20SPACE-%20Tamil%20Nadu%202019.pdf
https://www.jagori.org/sites/default/files/Survivor_Speak_Report.pdf
https://www.newindianexpress.com/cities/chennai/2022/mar/24/womens-safety-in-chennai-nirbhaya-schemes-still-in-tender-stage-2433538.html%20on%20January%206
https://www.newindianexpress.com/cities/chennai/2022/mar/24/womens-safety-in-chennai-nirbhaya-schemes-still-in-tender-stage-2433538.html%20on%20January%206
https://www.hindustantimes.com/india-news/ten-years-on-30-of-nirbhaya-fund-remain-unutilised-report-101671235168933.html%20on%20January%206
https://www.hindustantimes.com/india-news/ten-years-on-30-of-nirbhaya-fund-remain-unutilised-report-101671235168933.html%20on%20January%206
https://www.deccanherald.com/national/interactive-how-nirbhaya-fund-has-been-utilised-over-the-years-1171284.html%20on%20January%206
https://www.deccanherald.com/national/interactive-how-nirbhaya-fund-has-been-utilised-over-the-years-1171284.html%20on%20January%206
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be some common principles and standards that they follow. This might also apply to their 
interface with the government service providers.  

Second, the expectation of systemic protocols is excessively hopeful in an “ecosystem” 
whose elements are often unaware of each other’s existence, possible roles and work. They 
are also often unclear about relevant laws.  

To this end, it was suggested that joint training sessions might be held—with Protection 
Officers and judicial staff, for instance, but also possibly other support providers who are 
approached by domestic violence victims.  

Mutual awareness and coordination would mean that a survivor would simply have to reach 
out to any one point in this ecosystem for the entire system to become aware of her 
situation and to ready local services for support. A survivor’s awareness of this would 
greatly contribute her own resilience—knowing help is just a word away.  

3. Lack of sensitivity 

The lack of sensitivity among service providers has been noted earlier. Specialist service 
providers and women’s rights NGOs apart, several of them seem to struggle to balance their 
deeply internalised patriarchal values with the external universe of rights, laws and 
procedures that they have to implement. The result is that when survivors approach service 
providers, the tenor of their responses varies greatly.  

At best, service providers are sympathetic but send survivors home with a homily and 
abusers with a ‘warning’ that is disregarded. Survivors report that police and lawyers are 
amenable to bribes and will change their stance in favour of the abuser or family. NGOs 
speak about the sanctity of family relationships and reconciliation. At least one survivor 
spoke about a Protection Officer who did not help her; another one later did. In such 
instances, luckily not universal, we see a lack of empathy and understanding of what it is to 
live with abuse and the fear of abuse day in and day out.  

The tendency to normalise violence as a common experience that everyone adjusts to 
carries within a criticism of the person seeking help. Rebuffed in this way, survivors 
sometimes decide that either they must live with the abuse or make their way with no 
support.  

Of all the insensitive responses received in the quest to get help the worst is when people in 
a position to offer help—village elders, for instance—proposition the survivor instead. It 
tells women that it is not safe for them to be in the world on their own. 

4. Awareness about existing services  

Lack of awareness among survivors begins with not being able to recognise the violence 
they experience as violence. They were married too early to have any clarity about what 
marriage is or should be. Some grew up witnessing violence and therefore, it seemed 
normal. Many entered the marital, disadvantaged by the loss of parents, estrangement or 
the lack of a dowry, and they accepted what they encountered as their fate.  
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The second tier is related to what some service providers discussed as self-confidence. 
Objectified and treated as sub-human, survivors sometimes come to feel they are not 
entitled to be safe or happy. Awareness of their entitlement as humans to rights and a life 
free of violence is what would enable them to seek help and a way out.  

Finally, across the three categories we interviewed, there was limited awareness of laws 
relating to domestic violence and of services available. More than seventeen years after the 
enactment of the Protection of Women from Domestic Violence (2005) Act, people are 
more likely to invoke provisions of the Indian Penal Code. There is very little awareness of 
the Protection Officer’s existence. It is particularly appalling that this should be so among 
government servants who are part of this official system. It is compounded by ignorance 
outside the system. The police are the best known and the most easily accessible of all of 
them. 

The result is that survivors—and community members around them—think first of informal 
help from families, neighbours, village elders, religious bodies (Jamaat or church pastor), 
caste and traditional village panchayats (not the official gram panchayat). Some of these are 
mired in the web of family and clan relationships that surround the marriage. Others are 
embedded in the very structures that enable violence within families. Moreover, the Jamaat 
or the local pastor have no ability to enforce their advice. The result is that survivors 
sometimes live in an abusive universe that is parallel to the one created by PWDVA and 
other gender justice laws.  

Financial independence 

Financial demands and financial distress both trigger abuse. But financial dependence locks 
women into abusive situations because they have nowhere to go.  

Almost sixty years after the demanding and giving of dowry were made punishable by law, 
the practice persists overtly and covertly. Beyond the transfer of money, jewellery and 
goods on the day of the wedding, there are demands made for vehicles, cash or a home. 
The failure or refusal to meet these demands is deemed justification for violence. Beyond 
avarice, we see that financial distress also becomes provocation and justification for 
violence. Tensions over loans or household expenses escalate to violence and this is excused 
as a way to vent stress. Women in many of the situations retained their jobs where the men 
did not or simply did not work. This was exacerbated during the COVID-19 lockdown in 
2020.  

Even though some of the survivors were their family’s sole breadwinners, far more common 
was the story of women who were virtually destitute without family support. Even when 
they were given no access to food or cash, they were hesitant to leave the abusive situation 
because they were unsure of how to fend for themselves outside.  

In discussions of help-seeking hurdles, help needed and optimal outcomes, over and over, 
survivors spoke about financial support. Many of them wanted livelihood training and job 
placement; survivors who had approached and received NGO help usually had their help in 
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this and it transformed their lives. Financial support to survivors and to single mothers was 
also mentioned.  

Financial support and financial independence are absolutely vital to building resilience in the 
face of domestic violence. There are two dimensions to this. There is the crisis dimension of 
emergency and short-term financial support, while providing livelihood support and job 
placement. There is also a preventive dimension where the education of girls and women 
and widespread gender equality and justice sensitisation, as well as advocacy to prevent 
early marriage matter. Girls and women must gain confidence in their ability to support 
themselves.  

RECOMMENDATIONS 

The Indian women’s movement and civil society have relied largely on legal solutions to 
social problems. Feminist efforts to get a comprehensive law against domestic violence 
culminated in the Protection of Women from Domestic Violence (2005) Act. However, as 
both implementation of institutional mechanisms like the Protection Officers remains 
incomplete and awareness of the law remains spotty, what we have is an illustration of how 
law cannot make a difference on its own. Furthermore, the law is often at odds with the 
values of the society within which it must operate.  

The recommendations that follow stem from the last section and are directed at both state 
and civil society because domestic violence cannot be prevented, ended or redressed. 

Gender sensitisation  

Lack of awareness of their options to access help and justice and lack of sensitivity on the 
part of their communities as well as those who are meant to be helping, are the main 
hurdles facing domestic violence survivors. On the road to a violence-free life, they first 
encounter dismissal, stigma and financial anxiety. The first step on that road is an 
understanding that their experience is violence and not fate, punishment or normal life and 
that they have a full entitlement to live happily and without abuse.  

To the state, at national, state and local levels: 

• Create, facilitate, mandate and fund the training of government officials tasked with 
assisting violence victims, such as Protection Officers, One Stop Centre staff, Social 
Welfare Department employees, Collectorate staff, Police, judicial staff and those 
who respond to helplines. Contextualising domestic violence and covering the law in 
detail, this should include: 

o Induction training 
o In-service and mid-career training 
o Joint training bringing together all support service providers 

• Reform the school curriculum to introduce gender sensitisation and to promote 
gender equality as a core value. This would entail: 

o Special modules in Social Studies or Civics classes 
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o Integration across the curriculum through reworking of examples and 
language choice. 

• Produce promotional content signalling that gender equality is a core value and 
gender-based violence is unacceptable, clearly communicating the scope of the legal 
definition of domestic violence.  

To civil society: 

The twin challenges of advocating to government to make these changes and of educating 
citizens directly fall to civil society. The channels for direct government advocacy are not 
equally accessible to all groups at all times. Public education initiates a critical re-thinking on 
prevalent ideas and creates a constituency of voters who can hold governments 
accountable.  

• Advocate for a firm public state commitment to gender equality and to tackling 
gender violence as a part of this through consultations, briefings, media 
interventions and training programmes. 

• Create platforms for community engagement on foundational values, everyday 
behaviours, bystander intervention, law and the support ecosystem, that include 
formal and informal learning opportunities. 

Crisis support 

Women should be able to reach out and find help—whether it is someone to listen to them 
on a helpline, someone to heal physical injuries, someone to help make an escape plan or 
guide them through the legal maze of cases and hearings. That help should be accessible at 
hand; it should be delivered with sensitivity and in privacy; and it should be 360 degree 
help, anticipating needs and challenges along the way.  

To the state: 

• Address the challenges of under-staffed, under-resourced and under-trained staff 
immediately.  

• Locate the work of the Protection Officer within the existing ecosystem of support 
and not in parallel so that there are clear flows of support within the governmental 
framework.  

• Review and re-cast the existing institutional social welfare infrastructure to be more 
effective, from the State Women’s Commission to the Anganwadi worker, including 
the Protection Officers. This entails: clarifying their role in the victim support 
ecosystem; creating enough positions for last mile reach; equipping them with the 
facilities they need; facilitating coordinated action which also gives shape to a 
learning network, and giving them security of contract, authority and person as they 
do their work.  

• Provide adequate budgetary allocations to government service providers to support 
enough staff for last mile outreach; office and consultation space with privacy; 
secure storage lockers and computers; dedicated phone lines and transport. 
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• Facilitate dialogue, mutual learning and coordination with non-governmental service 
providers, as well as resource-sharing.   

• Invest in creating awareness around rights, laws and available institutional help so 
that the public knows that it is entitled to that help and knows where and how to 
seek it. 

To civil society:  

• To set, define and propagate service protocols and standards is an important 
contribution that specialist NGOs can make. The impact of these NGOs on survivors’ 
lives was transformative. As the government reinforces its service structures, 
specialist NGOs must be at the forefront as consultants, trainers and partners. This 
educational role might also extend to NGOs who are not specialists but respond to 
survivors’ need for help anyway. 

• Hold service providers, government and NGO, accountable for lack of sensitivity, 
stigmatising victimhood and normalising violence, as well as service failures (like not 
filing FIRs, delivering summons, order implementation and court delays). 

• Support the awareness work of government providers by amplifying their reach and 
giving them access to up-to-date information and research.  

Financial empowerment  

Lack of financial independence, lack of job skills and lack of confidence keep women in 
abusive homes and relationships, especially if they have children. They worry that they will 
not be able to support themselves and provide for their children as their husband might. 
Building resilience involves the immediate challenge of getting survivors a livelihood source; 
a medium-term goal of building skills and qualifications and perhaps, access to credit; and 
the long-term, lifelong process of building their confidence and sense of entitlement to a 
good life.   

To states: 

• Make legal aid affordable by further subsidising court costs. 

• Provide a financial allowance for violence survivors who have to leave their homes 
until they can support themselves. The amount can be adjusted according to the 
number of people she has to support. It can be administered through government 
support providers. 

To civil society:  

• Advocate for scholarships and admission of survivors to skilling, livelihood and 
entrepreneurship programmes.  
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Appendix A: SURVIVORS 

Code  Site  Sex Age Religion Caste/ 

comm
unity  

Level of 
Education  

Function
al 
literacy  

Marital 
Status  

If ever 
married, 
how 
many 
years? 

If 
separated, 
how long?  

Children?  Employment 
status?   

Monthly 
income? 
(Rs) 

What 
kind of 
home 
do you 
usually 
live in?  

Who 
owns the 
house 
you live 
in?  

Toilet
?  

Ta_S01 TN 
urban 

W 50-59 Hindu MBC Graduate  Yes Separated 6-10 14 Yes  Employed (salaried 
work) 

10001-
25000 

Pucca  Other YES 

Ta_S02 TN 
urban 

W 18-25 Hindu MBC Up to Class 
10 

Yes Separated 6-10 
 

Yes  Informal work  1001-
4000 

Kutcha  
Pucca  

Parents-
in-law  

YES 

Ta_S03 TN 
urban 

W 26-30 Christian  BC Graduate  Yes Separated 2-5  2 Yes  Other Under 
1000 

Semi-
pucca  

Mother in 
law  

YES 

Ta_S04 TN 
urban 

W 18-25 Christian  SC Up to Class 
12 

Yes Married  2-5  6 Yes  Other 
 

Pucca  Parents-
in-law  

YES 

Ta_S05 TN 
urban 

W 40-49 Muslim  
 

No 
Education  

Yes Divorced  21-30 3 Yes  Other 10001-
25000 

Pucca  You only  
Other 

YES 

Ta_S06 TN 
urban 

W 31-39 Hindu SC Up to Class 
10 

Yes Separated 2-5  8 Yes  Casual labourer  1001-
4000 

Pucca  Father in 
law and 
husband  

YES 

Ta_S07 TN 
urban 

W 18-25 Hindu SC Up to Class 
10 

Yes Married  Less 
than 2 
years 

 
Yes  Housewife only  

 
Pucca  Husband 

only  
Brother in 
Law  

YES 

Ta_S08 TN 
urban 

man 26-30 Hindu BC Post 
graduate  

Yes Separated Less 
than 2 
years 

2 No Employed (salaried 
work) 

10001-
25000 

Pucca  Father in 
law  

YES 

Ta_S09 TN 
urban 

W 31-39 Hindu SC Up to Class 
4 

Yes Separated 6-10 7 Yes  Employed (salaried 
work) 

10001-
25000 

Pucca  Husband 
only  

YES 

Ta_S10 TN 
urban 

W 50-59 Christian  MBC Up to Class 
4 

Yes Widowed 21-30 2018 Yes  Employed (salaried 
work) 

4001-
10000 

Pucca  You only  YES 

Ta_S11 TN 
urban 

W 40-49 Hindu BC Graduate  Yes Married  6-10 
 

Yes  Employed (salaried 
work) 

50001-
100000 

Pucca  Other YES 

Ta_S12 TN 
urban 

W 26-30 Hindu FC Graduate  Yes Separated 6-10 1 Yes  Employed (salaried 
work) 

10001-
25000 

Pucca  Father in 
law  

YES 

Ta_S13 TN 
urban 

W 31-39 Hindu BC Graduate  Yes Other Less 
than 2 
years 

1 
 

Employed (salaried 
work) 

100000 
and 
above 

Pucca  Other YES 

Ta_S14 TN 
urban 

W 18-25 Hindu MBC Up to Class 
10 

Yes Separated Less 
than 2 
years 

2 Yes  Housewife only  
 

Pucca  Husband 
only  

YES 
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Code  Site  Sex Age Religion Caste/ 

comm
unity  

Level of 
Education  

Function
al 
literacy  

Marital 
Status  

If ever 
married, 
how 
many 
years? 

If 
separated, 
how long?  

Children?  Employment 
status?   

Monthly 
income? 
(Rs) 

What 
kind of 
home 
do you 
usually 
live in?  

Who 
owns the 
house 
you live 
in?  

Toilet
?  

Ta_S15 TN 
urban 

W 60-69 Hindu BC Up to Class 
10 

Yes Widowed 16-20 3 Yes  Employed (salaried 
work) 

 
Semi-
pucca  

Parents-
in-law  

NO 

Ta_S16 TN 
urban 

W 31-39 Hindu SC Post 
graduate  

Yes Married  6-10 
 

No Employed (salaried 
work) 

50001-
100000 

Pucca  Other YES 

Ta_S17 TN 
urban 

W 31-39 Hindu BC Graduate  Yes Divorced  11-15 4 Yes  Employed (salaried 
work) 

10001-
25000 

Pucca  Parents-
in-law  

YES 

Ta_S18 TN 
urban 

W 40-49 Hindu MBC Up to Class 
10 

Yes Married  6-10 
 

Yes  Casual labourer  4001-
10000 

Semi-
pucca  

Other NO 

Ta_S19 TN 
urban 

W 50-59 Hindu FC Post 
graduate  

Yes Divorced  6-10 
 

Yes  Employed (salaried 
work) 

 
Pucca  Husband 

only  
YES 

Ta_S20 TN 
urban 

W 
 

Hindu BC Post 
graduate  

Yes Married  2-5  
 

Yes  Employed (salaried 
work) 

10001-
25000 

Pucca  Other YES 

Ta_S21 TN 
urban 

W 31-39 Hindu SC Up to Class 
4 

Yes Separated 16-20 
 

Yes  Employed (salaried 
work) 

10001-
25000 

Pucca Parents-
in-law  

NO 

TbS01 TN 
semi 
urban 

W 31-39 Hindu MBC Up to Class 
10 

Yes Widowed 2-5  
 

Yes  Informal work  Under 
1000 

Pucca  Parents-
in-law  

NO 

TbS02 TN 
semi 
urban 

W 31-39 Hindu SC Post 
graduate  

Yes Married  6-10 
 

Yes  Employed (salaried 
work) 

10001-
25000 

Pucca  Father in 
law  

YES 

TbS03 TN 
semi 
urban 

W 26-30 Hindu SC Up to Class 
10 

Yes Married  11-15 
 

Yes  Casual labourer  
 

Semi-
pucca  

Parents-
in-law  

YES 

TbS04 TN 
semi 
urban 

W 31-39 Hindu SC Post 
graduate  

Yes Married  6-10 
 

Yes  Employed (salaried 
work) 

25001-
50000 

Pucca  Other YES 

TbS05 TN 
semi 
urban 

W 31-39 Muslim  SC Up to Class 
10 

Yes Married  11-15 
 

Yes  Casual labourer  Under 
1000 

Pucca  Other YES 

TbS06 TN 
semi 
urban 

 
26-30 Muslim  

 
Up to Class 
4 

No Widowed 11-15 5 Yes  Casual labourer  1001-
4000 

Pucca  Other YES 

TbS07 TN 
semi 
urban 

W 40-49 Muslim  
 

No 
Education  

No Deserted  21-30 3 Yes  Housewife only  
 

Pucca  You only  YES 

TbS08 TN 
semi 
urban 

W 31-39 Hindu BC Up to Class 
10 

Yes Separated 16-20 17 Yes  Housewife only  
 

Semi-
pucca  

Father in 
law and 
husband  

NO 
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Code  Site  Sex Age Religion Caste/ 

comm
unity  

Level of 
Education  

Function
al 
literacy  

Marital 
Status  

If ever 
married, 
how 
many 
years? 

If 
separated, 
how long?  

Children?  Employment 
status?   

Monthly 
income? 
(Rs) 

What 
kind of 
home 
do you 
usually 
live in?  

Who 
owns the 
house 
you live 
in?  

Toilet
?  

TbS09 TN 
semi 
urban 

W 18-25 Hindu MBC Up to Class 
10 

Yes Married  Less 
than 2 
years 

 
No Casual labourer  1001-

4000 
Semi-
pucca  

Biological 
Mother  

NO 

TbS10 TN 
semi 
urban 

W 26-30 Muslim  
 

Up to Class 
4 

No Married  6-10 
 

Yes  Employed (salaried 
work) 

4001-
10000 

Semi-
pucca  

Other YES 

TbS11 TN 
semi 
urban 

W 31-39 Hindu SC Post 
graduate  

Yes Separated 6-10 
 

No Housewife only  
 

Pucca  Father in 
law  

NO 

TbS12 TN 
semi 
urban 

W 31-39 Hindu BC Post 
graduate  

Yes Married  11-15 
 

Yes  Employed (salaried 
work) 

4001-
10000 

 
Mother in 
law  

YES 

TbS13 TN 
semi 
urban 

W 18-25 Muslim  BC Up to Class 
10 

Yes Married  6-10 
 

Yes  Employed (salaried 
work) 

4001-
10000 

Pucca  Parents-
in-law  

 

TbS14 TN 
semi 
urban 

W 26-30 Christian  MBC Up to Class 
10 

Yes Married  6-10 
 

Yes  Entrepreneur/own 
account (i.e. 
business owner)  

 
Pucca  Parents-

in-law  
YES 

TbS15 TN 
semi 
urban 

W 31-39 Muslim  BC Up to Class 
4 

Yes Widowed 6-10 
 

Yes  Entrepreneur/own 
account (i.e. 
business owner)  

4001-
10000 

Semi-
pucca  

You only  YES 

TbS16 TN 
semi 
urban 

W 40-49 Christian  BC Up to Class 
10 

Yes Separated 11-15 3 Yes  Casual labourer  1001-
4000 

Pucca  Husband 
only  

YES 

TbS17 TN 
semi 
urban 

W 31-39 Christian  SC Up to Class 
10 

Yes Married  6-10 
 

Yes  Casual labourer  Rs. 
1001-
4000 

Semi-
pucca  

Other 
 

TbS18 TN 
semi 
urban 

W 31-39 Hindu 
 

Up to Class 
4 

No Widowed 16-20 
 

Yes  Informal work  1001-
4000 

Pucca  Other YES 

TbS19 TN 
semi 
urban 

W 31-39 Hindu MBC Up to Class 
10 

Yes Married  11-15 
 

Yes  Casual labourer  1001-
4000 

Pucca  You only  YES 

TbS20 TN 
semi 
urban 

W 31-39 Hindu BC Graduate  Yes Married  16-20 
 

Yes  Housewife only  
 

Pucca  
 

YES 

TcS01 TN 
rural  

W 26-30 Hindu SC Up to Class 
10 

Yes Separated 6-10 6 Yes  Other 
 

Semi-
pucca  

Husband 
only  

NO 
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Code  Site  Sex Age Religion Caste/ 

comm
unity  

Level of 
Education  

Function
al 
literacy  

Marital 
Status  

If ever 
married, 
how 
many 
years? 

If 
separated, 
how long?  

Children?  Employment 
status?   

Monthly 
income? 
(Rs) 

What 
kind of 
home 
do you 
usually 
live in?  

Who 
owns the 
house 
you live 
in?  

Toilet
?  

TcS02 TN 
rural  

W 31-39 Hindu SC Up to Class 
12 

Yes Separated 6-10 1 Yes  Employed (salaried 
work) 

4001-
10000 

Semi-
pucca  

Mother-
in-law, 
Father-in-
law  

NO 

TcS03 TN 
rural  

W 40-49 Hindu MBC Up to Class 
10 

Yes Widowed 21-30 
 

Yes  Casual labourer  1001-
4000 

Semi-
pucca  

You only  NO 

TcS04 TN 
rural  

W 31-39 Hindu BC Post 
graduate  

Yes Separated 6-10 
 

Yes  Employed (salaried 
work) 

4001-
10000 

Pucca  Father in 
law and 
husband ; 
Other 

YES 

TcS05 TN 
rural  

W 26-30 Hindu BC Up to Class 
10 

Yes Married  6-10 
 

Yes  Casual labourer  1001-
4000 

Semi-
pucca  

Parents-
in-law  

YES 

TcS06 TN 
rural  

W 31-39 Hindu MBC Graduate  Yes Separated 2-5  
 

No Other 
 

Pucca  Father-in-
law  

YES 

TcS07 TN 
rural  

man 40-49 Christian  BC Post 
graduate  

Yes Separated 2-5  
 

Yes  Employed (salaried 
work) 

25001-
50000 

Pucca  Parents-
in-law  

YES 

TcS08 TN 
rural  

W 26-30 Hindu MBC Up to Class 
12 

Yes Separated 6-10 
 

No Informal work  
 

Pucca  Parents-
in-law  

NO 

TcS09 TN 
rural  

W 31-39 Hindu BC Post 
graduate  

Yes Separated 2-5  2018 No Other 
 

Semi-
pucca  

Parents-
in-law  

YES 

TcS10 TN 
rural  

W 40-49 Hindu SC Up to Class 
4 

No Married  21-30 1 Yes  Informal work  Under 
1000 

Semi-
pucca  

Father in 
law  

 

TcS11 TN 
rural  

W 26-30 Hindu 
 

Up to Class 
10 

Yes Separated 2-5  
 

Yes  Housewife only  
 

Semi-
pucca  

Husband 
only  

NO 

TcS12 TN 
rural  

W 31-39 Hindu BC Up to Class 
10 

Yes Married  6-10 
 

Yes  Housewife only  
 

Pucca  Father in 
law and 
husband  
Mother in 
law  
Brother in 
Law  
Sister in 
Law  

NO 

TcS13 TN 
rural  

W 18-25 Hindu SC Post 
graduate  

Yes Separated Less 
than 2 
years 

 
No Housewife only  

 
Pucca  Father in 

law  
NO 

TcS14 TN 
rural  

W 31-39 Muslim  BC Up to Class 
10 

Yes Separated 6-10 6 Yes  Employed (salaried 
work) 

4001-
10000 

Semi-
pucca  

Other YES 
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Code  Site  Sex Age Religion Caste/ 

comm
unity  

Level of 
Education  

Function
al 
literacy  

Marital 
Status  

If ever 
married, 
how 
many 
years? 

If 
separated, 
how long?  

Children?  Employment 
status?   

Monthly 
income? 
(Rs) 

What 
kind of 
home 
do you 
usually 
live in?  

Who 
owns the 
house 
you live 
in?  

Toilet
?  

TcS15 TN 
rural  

W 31-39 Hindu BC Up to Class 
10 

Yes Separated 
  

Yes  Employed (salaried 
work) 

1001-
4000 

Semi-
pucca  

Husband 
only  

NO 

TcS16 TN 
rural  

W 26-30 Hindu BC Up to Class 
4 

No Married  11-15 
 

Yes  Casual labourer  50001-
100000 

Semi-
pucca  

You and 
husband 
both  

NO 

TcS17 TN 
rural  

W 40-49 Hindu SC Up to Class 
10 

Yes Married  16-20 
 

Yes  Casual labourer  1001-
4000 

Semi-
pucca  

Father in 
law and 
husband  

NO 

TcS18 TN 
rural  

W 18-25 Hindu MBC Graduate  Yes Married  Less 
than 2 
years 

 
Yes  Housewife only  

 
Semi-
pucca  

Parents-
in-law  

NO 

TcS19 TN 
rural  

W 31-39 Hindu SC Graduate  Yes Separated 2-5  
 

Yes  Employed (salaried 
work) 

10001-
25000 

Semi-
pucca  

Parents-
in-law  

NO 

TcS20 TN 
rural  

W 26-30 Hindu MBC Post 
graduate  

Yes Separated 2-5  
 

No Employed (salaried 
work) 

4001-
10000 

Pucca  Parents-
in-law  

YES 
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Appendix B: COMMUNITY MEMBERS 

Code  Site  Age  Sex  Religion Caste/ 
community  

Level of 
Education  

Functional 
literacy  

Marital 
Status  

Children?  What's your 
occupation, if 
any?  

Employment 
status  

Monthly 
income?  

Ta_C01 TN 
urban 

31-39 W Hindu MBC Post 
graduate  

Yes Married  Yes  Government 
School Teacher 

Employed 
(salaried work) 

Rs. 25001-
50000 

Ta_C02 TN 
urban 

18-25 M Christian  BC Post 
graduate  

Yes Single never 
married   

No Student 
  

Ta_C03 TN 
urban 

18-25 M Muslim  BC Graduate  Yes Single never 
married   

No Jamaat 
member 

unemployed 
 

Ta_C04 TN 
urban 

31-39 W Hindu SC Up to Class 
10 

Yes Widowed Yes  Domestic 
worker 

Informal work  Rs. 4001-
10000 

Ta_C05 TN 
urban 

50-59 M Christian  BC Graduate  Yes Married  Yes  Civil engineer 
and Zion 
church 
president 

Employed 
(salaried work) 

 

Ta_C06 TN 
urban 

31-39 W Hindu BC Graduate  Yes Married  
 

Homemaker Housewife only  
 

Ta_C07 TN 
urban 

40-49 M Muslim  FC Graduate  Yes Married  No Auto driver/ 
Juice shop 
owner 

Entrepreneur 
(i.e. business 
owner)  

 

Ta_C08 TN 
urban 

40-49 W Hindu BC Graduate  Yes 
  

Home Nurse & 
Trainer 

Employed 
(salaried work) 

 

Ta_C09 TN 
urban 

31-39 W Hindu SC Graduate  Yes Married  Yes  Self-help group 
member 

Entrepreneur 
(i.e. business 
owner)  

Rs. 10001-
25000 

Ta_C10 TN 
urban 

31-39 M Hindu BC Post 
graduate  

Yes Married  Yes  Parent Teacher 
Association 
member (PTA) 

Employed 
(salaried work) 

 

TbC01 TN semi 
urban 

60-69 W Hindu 
 

Up to Class 4 Yes Married  Yes  Agricultural 
work and SHG 
leader 

Informal work  
 

TbC02 TN semi 
urban 

40-49 W Buddhist SC Graduate  Yes Married  
 

Panchayat 
leader 

Employed 
(salaried work) 

 

TbC03 TN semi 
urban 

50-59 W Hindu MBC Post 
graduate  

Yes Married  Yes  Ex panchayat 
leader. 

  

TbC04 TN semi 
urban 

50-59 M Muslim  MBC Graduate  Yes Married  Yes  Business & 
Jamaat leader 

Employed 
(salaried work) 

 

TbC05 TN semi 
urban 

40-49 M Hindu BC Post 
graduate  

Yes Married  Yes  HOD Employed 
(salaried work) 

 

TbC06 TN semi 
urban 

26-30 W Hindu SC Graduate  Yes Married  Yes  Anganwadi 
worker 

Employed 
(salaried work) 
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Code  Site  Age  Sex  Religion Caste/ 
community  

Level of 
Education  

Functional 
literacy  

Marital 
Status  

Children?  What's your 
occupation, if 
any?  

Employment 
status  

Monthly 
income?  

TbC07 TN semi 
urban 

50-59 M Muslim  
 

Up to Class 
10 

Yes Married  Yes  Politician 
  

TbC08 TN semi 
urban 

31-39 M Hindu MBC Graduate  Yes Married  
 

Farmer Entrepreneur 
(i.e. business 
owner)  

 

TbC09 TN semi 
urban 

40-49 M Christian  BC Post 
graduate  

Yes Married  Yes  Pastor and 
social worker 

Employed 
(salaried work) 

 

TbC10 TN semi 
urban 

18-25 M Hindu BC Post 
graduate  

Yes Single never 
married   

 
Student and 
works in IT 

Employed 
(salaried work) 

Rs. 10001-
25000 

TcC01 TN rural  31-39 W Hindu BC Up to Class 
10 

Yes Widowed Yes  Anganwadi 
worker 

Employed 
(salaried work) 

Rs. 4001-
10000 

TcC02 TN rural  50-59 M Hindu SC Up to Class 
10 

Yes Married  
 

Panchayat 
leader 

Employed 
(salaried work) 

 

TcC03 TN rural  31-39 W Hindu ST Up to Class 
10 

Yes Married  Yes  Panchayat 
leader 

Employed 
(salaried work) 

 

TcC04 TN rural  31-39 W Hindu MBC Up to Class 
10 

Yes Married  Yes  
 

Entrepreneur 
(i.e. business 
owner)  

 

TcCO5 TN rural  18-25 M Hindu MBC Post 
graduate  

Yes Single never 
married   

 
Working 
student 

Employed 
(salaried work) 

 

TcC06 TN rural  31-39 W Christian  BC Up to Class 
10 

Yes Widowed Yes  Farming and 
livestock 

Informal work  Rs. 1001-
4000 

TcC07 TN rural  40-49 W Hindu BC Up to Class 
10 

Yes Married  
 

Tailor Informal work  
 

TcC08 TN rural  60-69 M Muslim  
 

Up to Class 4 Yes 
 

Yes  Small industry 
business 

Entrepreneur 
(i.e. business 
owner)  

 

TcC09 TN rural  40-49 M Christian  BC 
 

Yes Single never 
married   

 
Church Father Employed 

(salaried work) 

 

TcC10 TN rural  18-25 M Hindu MBC Graduate  Yes Single never 
married   

  
Employed 
(salaried work) 
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Appendix C: Support Service Providers  

NGOS 

Code  Research site  Age  Sex Caste/community Religion  Level of Education Type of organisation 

Ta_N01 TN urban 40-49 W BC Christian Graduate Registered NGO - Society 

Ta_N02 TN urban 31-39 W FC Other Post graduate Registered NGO - Trust 

Ta_N03 TN urban 50-59 W FC Christian Post graduate Registered NGO - Society 

Ta_N04 TN urban 50-59 M BC Hindu  Registered NGO - Trust 

TaN05 TN urban 60-69 W Other Hindu Graduate Registered NGO - Trust 

TbN01 TN semi-urban 40-49 W BC Hindu Post graduate Registered NGO - Trust 

TbN02 TN semi-urban 50-59 W Other Other Graduate Registered NGO - 
Federation 

TbN03 TN semi-urban 40-49 W BC Christian Up to Class 10  

TbN04 TN semi-urban 60-69 W SC Hindu Post graduate Registered NGO - Society 

TbN05 TN semi-urban 70-79 M  Christian Post graduate Registered NGO - 
Federation 

TcN01 TN rural  40-49 W  Christian  Registered NGO - Trust 

TcN02 TN rural  50-59 W   Up to Class 10 Registered NGO - 
Federation 

TcN03 TN rural  40-49 W BC Christian Up to Class 10 Registered NGO - Trust 
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GOVERNMENT SERVICE PROVIDERS  

Code  Site  Age  Sex Caste/ 

community 

Religion Level of Education  What is your role?  If Other, please state  Other 
responsibilities?  

Ta_GS01 TN urban 26-30 W  Hindu Post graduate  Other government 
service provider  

OSC admins Urban 

Ta_GS02 TN urban 50-59 W  Hindu Graduate  Other government 
service provider  

Chairperson of Women's 
Commission 

NO  

Ta_GS03 TN urban 40-49 W Other Hindu Post graduate  Counsellor  State Social Welfare Board NO  

Ta_GS04 TN urban 40-49 W  Christian  
 

Other government 
service provider  

State Programme Office, 
ICDS- Acting Director, Social 
Welfare 

YES  

Ta_PO1 TN urban 40-49 W BC Muslim  Post graduate  Protection Officer  Urban NO  

Ta_PO2 TN urban 40-49 W BC Hindu Post graduate  Protection Officer  Urban YES  

TbGS01 TN semi-urban 31-39 W Other Hindu Post graduate  Counsellor  
 

YES  

TbGS02 TN semi-urban 26-30 W SC Christian  Post graduate  Other government 
service provider  

OSC Admin YES  

TbGS03 TN semi-urban 26-30 W SC Hindu Post graduate  Counsellor  
 

YES  

TbPO1 TN semi-urban 31-39 W MBC Hindu Post graduate  Protection Officer  
 

YES  

TcGS01 TN rural  31-39 W BC Hindu Post graduate  Other government 
service provider  

OSC Admin YES  

TcGS02 TN rural  18-25 W SC Hindu Post graduate  Counsellor  One stop Centre (OSC), 
Social Welfare Dept 

YES  

TcGS03 TN rural  18-25 W BC Hindu Post graduate  Other government 
service provider  

Case worker, OSC YES  

TcPO01 TN rural  40-49 W SC Hindu Post graduate  Protection Officer  
 

YES  
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HEALTH CARE PRACTITIONERS 

Code  Site  Age  Sex  Caste/ 
community 

Religion Level of 
Education   

Marital 
Status  

Years of professional 
experience? 

Ta_M01 TN urban 31-39 W SC Hindu Graduate  Married  10-20 years 

Ta_M02 TN urban 18-25 W FC Christian  Graduate  Single 
never 
married   

3-6 years 

Ta_M03 TN urban 31-39 M SC Hindu Graduate  Single 
never 
married   

3-6 years 

Ta_M04 TN urban 50-59 W FC Hindu Post 
graduate  

Married  20-30 years 

TbM01 TN semi-urban 31-39 W BC Christian  Graduate  
 

10-20 years 

TbM02 TN semi-urban 31-39 M BC Hindu Post 
graduate  

 
3-6 years 

TbM03 TN semi-urban 40-49 W SC Christian  Post 
graduate  

 
10-20 years 

TbM04 TN semi-urban 31-39 M MBC Hindu Post 
graduate  

  

TbM05 TN semi-urban 40-49 W BC Christian  Post 
graduate  

 
Yes 

TcM01 TN rural  26-30 W MBC Hindu Graduate  Married  3-6 years 

TcM02 TN rural  26-30 W BC Hindu Post 
graduate  

  

TcM03 TN rural  31-39 M MBC Hindu Post 
graduate  

 
7-10 years 

TcM04 TN rural  50-59 W BC Hindu Graduate  Married  10-20 years 

 

  



211 
 

LAWYERS 

Code  Site  Age  Sex  Caste/ 
community 

Religion Level of 
Education   

Marital Status  How My years of 
experience do 
you have, as a 
lawyer? 

Ta_ L05 TN urban 40_49 W  Other 
  

20_30_years 

Ta_L01 TN urban 70_79 W BC Muslim 
 

Married 20_30_years 

Ta_L02 TN urban 50_59 W BC Hindu Post-graduate Single never married over_30_years 

Ta_L03 TN urban 26_30 M  
 

Graduate Single never married 3_6_years 

Ta_L04 TN urban 31_39 M BC Hindu Graduate Married 10_20_years 

TbL01 TN semi-urban 40-49 W BC Hindu Graduate  Married  20-30 years 

TbL02 TN semi-urban 50-59 M BC Hindu 
 

Married  20-30 years 

TbL03 TN semi-urban 40-49 M BC Hindu Post-graduate  
 

10-20 years 

TbL04 TN semi-urban 31-39 W BC Hindu Post-graduate  
 

3-6 years 

TcL01 TN rural  31-39 M  Other Post-graduate  Single never married   3-6 years 

TcL02 TN rural  50-59 M MBC Hindu Graduate  Married  10-20 years 

TcL03 TN rural  31-39 W MBC Hindu Graduate  
 

10-20 years 

TcL04 TN rural  40-49 M BC Hindu Post-graduate  Married  10-20 years 
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Code  Site  Age Sex Caste/ 

communit
y 

Religion Level of Education  Years of 
service?  

Current designation and responsibilities 

TaP02 TN urban 26-30 W BC Hindu Post graduate  3-4 Was working in the women's cell 

TbP01 TN semi-
urban 

31-39 W SC Hindu Post graduate 10+ Sub-Inspector, AWPS  

TbP02 TN semi-
urban 

40-49 W MBC Hindu Graduate 10+ AWPS Inspector and L&O Station in-charge 

TbP03 TN semi-
urban 

40-49 M SC Christian  Graduate  10+ Circle Inspector  

TbP04 TN semi-
urban 

40-49 W FC Other Post graduate 10+ Writer (to be SI) AWPS 

TcGS04 TN rural  31-39 W SC & MBC Other Graduate  10+ No  

TcGS04 TN rural  31-39 W SC Other Graduate  
 

Women’s help desk  

TcP01 TN rural  40-49 W SC Hindu Graduate  10+ AWPS Station Inspector 

TcP02 TN rural  50-59 M BC Hindu Graduate  10+ Sub Inspector of Police 

TcP03 TN rural  40-49 W SC Hindu Post graduate  10+ AWPS Police Station 

TcP04 TN rural  40-49 W BC Christian  Graduate  10+ AWPS writer and Head constable  
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