Understating the Role of Formal and Informal
Institutions in Combating Domestic Violence in Kashmir
Aadil Bashir
Afnan Tariq
Abstract
Domestic violence is prevalent all across the globe and victims of domestic
violence have been using different approaches for seeking help against
the same. The purpose of this paper is to explore the different formal and
informal support for women who have experienced domestic violence in
Kashmir region. Besides the barriers to disclosure and help-seeking has
also been studied, considering the socio-cultural aspect of Kashmir. The
study revealed that more victims have sought help through informal means
rather than formal ones and there are a good proportion of women who
haven’t sought any help at all. Through this paper, a set of suggestions and
recommendations have also been framed for the prevention and control of
the domestic violence by ensuring the proper implementation of protective
laws, awareness generation, gender sensitization, community involvement
and collaboration between different stakeholders, Governmental and
Non-governmental.
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Introduction
Domestic violence is a widespread and distressing phenomenon with
millions of women across the world being the victims of this violence.
According to the United Nations definition, violence against women
includes “any act of gender-based violence that results in, or is likely to
result in, physical, sexual or psychological harm or suffering to women,
including threats of such acts, coercion or arbitrary deprivations of
liberty, whether occurring in public or private life” Domestic violence
is defined by the U.S. Department of Justice as a pattern of abusive
behavior in any relationship that is used by one partner to gain or
maintain power and control over another intimate partner. It can consist
of physical, sexual, emotional, economic, or psychological acts that
serve to intimidate, manipulate, humiliate, isolate, coerce, threaten, or
hurt someone. It has a dramatically disproportionate impact on women
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worldwide, but only recently has it been recognized as a legitimate
human rights violation. Any behavior that women themselves identify
as abusive by virtue of its intent or effect (this may include such diverse
acts as infidelity, verbal aggression or humiliating acts, coerced sex, or
refusing to pay for household expenses).
Domestic Violence is a universal phenomenon; it exists across
regions and across cultures. According to a World Health Organization
report titled ‘Global and Regional Estimates of Violence against
Women...’ prepared by Claudia-Garcia et. al. (2013) the global
prevalence of physical and/or sexual intimate partner violence among all
ever-partnered women was 30.0% (95% confidence interval CI=27.8%32.2%). The prevalence was highest in the WHO African, Eastern
Mediterranean and South East Asia regions where approximately 37%
of ever-partnered women reported having experienced physical and/or
sexual intimate partner violence at some point in their lives. Respondents
in the regions of Americas reported the next highest prevalence of
approximately 30% of women reporting lifetime exposure. Prevalence
was lower in the high-income regions 23% and in the European and the
Western Pacific Regions, where 25% of ever-partnered women reported
lifetime intimate partner violence. Domestic Violence is therefore, a
universal reality; the societies which have spearheaded the movements
of feminism, human rights and liberty for all, themselves face the
challenge of Domestic Violence-indicating that it is not only the third
world that faces this challenge.
India is a country with the majority of its citizens living in poor
socio-economic conditions. The socio-economic factors along with
others contribute to the high figures of Domestic Violence in India. As
per National Family Health Survey (NFHS) (2005-2006), an estimated
one third of women age 15-49 have experienced physical violence
and one in ten has experienced sexual violence owing to 37 percent
of women in total having experienced physical or sexual violence; it
decreased to 29 percent in 2015-2016. As per the NFHS-3 (2005-2006),
the prevalence of physical or sexual violence in Jammu and Kashmir
is 13 percent, which is less than the national average of 37 percent;
moreover, the recent NFHS-4 (2015-2016) shows that the prevalence of
spousal violence has decreased to 9 percent only in 2016.
Abuse recognized or acknowledged by women is considered to be
the most crucial stage in her journey away from abuse, because that
is the time when she can truly decide what action should be taken.
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(Evans & Feder, 2016) The family involvement and society plays an
important role in creating and framing coping options for women which
may encourage them to seek help for themselves from their family by
asking them to advise the best possible way to cope with the situation
before taking any decision (Haj-Yahia, 2000). There are so many
factors, which may prevent the victim to seek support from the family
network, considering the fact that the perpetrator of the abuse in most
circumstances is the primary source of support (Hoff, 1990). According
to several authors, women develop different coping strategies through
an interactive or transactional process with their environment, which
is mostly affected by both verbal and non-verbal reactions from
others (Lazarus et. al., 2006; Moos and Holahan, 2003). Arias, Lyons,
and Street (1997) found that women who attributed the abuse to the
partner also felt a lack of spousal support in the marriage. Other family
members may refrain from or feel ambivalent about providing support
to the woman because of divided loyalties (Rose et. al., 2000).
Researchers have shown that the victim of domestic violence, from
a joint family often feels pessimistic in seeking help from both informal
and formal agents (Sayem et al, 2013). In the joint family setup, it has
been observed that the other family members often witness violence
against women due to the regular exposure to the couple; in fact inlaws are the ones who perpetrate violence against women consequently,
it may not be necessary to seek support from parents nor are women
interested (Farouk, 2005; Naved et. al., 2002). It has also been observed
that either the in-law family members may aggravate the situation
further or will solve it, by taking possible initiatives. They can even
forbid the victim to seek help from others, including her own parents
and the community leaders, as it might affect the goodwill of their
family (Sayem et. al., 2013).
One of the studies has revealed that generally younger women are
less tolerant of domestic violence and are more willing to end the abusive
relationship than the women of their mother’s or older generations
because of the more association and time effect, reflecting that there is
a shift in cultural attitudes and resources for abused women (Ellsberg
et. al., 2001). A study conducted in Bangladesh by Amir Mohammad
Sayem et al, in 2013 revealed an opposite finding, wherein it was found
that the older women tend to end the abusive relationship, maybe due to
several reasons, women’s long exposure to inescapable violence along
with their inability, mostly caused by patriarchal social norms, to stop it
on their own. In the same study, it was also revealed that women believe
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that they are the one who need to change their own behavior in the
relationship as opposed to having their husband seek therapy (Sayem
et. al., 2013). Domestic violence and abuse requires a multi-agency
response which is sensitive to the needs of women at different points
in their trajectory, a response that goes beyond sign-posting because
many women lack the confidence to act on the information provided.
Help may need to be sensitively offered by third parties, be they formal
or informal contacts, and not necessarily in response to a direct request
from the survivor (Evans & Feder, 2016).
According to the “world report on violence and health” by World
Health Organization. A huge amount of work carried out on domestic
violence has been lead by different women organizations, with occasional
support and funding from the government. In countries like Australia,
Latin America, North America and parts of Europe, the government has
become involved in combating domestic violence, in response to the
demands put forth by the civil society for constructive action. In the
beginning different activities, which evolved, include elements of legal
reform, police training and the establishment of specialized services for
victims. With due course of time, a lot of countries have passed laws
on domestic violence, but their implementation has not been done in
a proper manner, as many officials are either still unaware of the new
laws or unwilling to implement them. Experiences have revealed that
without the properly sustained efforts to change institutional culture
and practice, most legal and policy reforms have little effect. In the
developed world, different programs to combat domestic violence
came into force, with the establishment of women’s crisis centers and
battered women’s shelters. In 1995, there were approximately 1800
such programs in the United States, 1200 of which provided emergency
shelter in addition to emotional, legal and material support to women
and their children. In such centers, a lot of provisions were created for
the victims like support groups and individual counseling, job training,
programs for children, assistance in dealing with social services and
with legal matters, and referrals for treatment for drug and alcohol abuse.
Similarly, in the early 1980s, the concept of shelter homes and crises
centers were seen coming up in many developing countries with few nongovernmental organizations offering specialized services to the victims
of domestic violence. However, maintaining shelters is expensive, and
thus many developing countries instead of opening up shelter homes
for the victims have set up telephone hotlines or non-residential crisis
centers that provide some of the same services as residential ones.
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One of the other approaches is to set up an informal network of ‘‘safe
homes’’, where the victim can seek shelter for a time being in the homes
of neighbors or local place in a community like a temple, mosque or
a church. In the year 1980s and 1990s, many legal reforms relating
to domestic violence started taking place. The most common reforms
involve criminalizing physical, sexual and psychological abuse by
intimate partners, either through new laws on domestic violence or by
amending existing penal codes. Besides, there have been experiments
in some developed countries to back up legislation by introducing
special domestic violence courts, training police and court officials and
prosecution lawyers, and providing special advisers to help women deal
with the criminal justice system. Similar experiments were also seen in
developing countries like in India, state governments have established
legal aid cells, family courts, lok adalat (people’s courts) and mahilla
lok adalat (women’s courts). In many countries, like the United States,
Australia, Canada, Europe and a number of developing countries have
started Treatment programs for perpetrators of domestic violence. In
such programs, the perpetrators are usually placed in groups where
they discuss gender roles and teach skills, including how to cope with
stress and anger, take responsibility for one’s actions and show feelings
for others. Besides in the health sector, a lot of innovative training are
being given to stakeholders to prevent domestic violence. In South
Africa, the Agisanang Domestic Abuse Prevention and Training Project
and its partner, the Health Systems Development Unit of the University
of Witwatersrand, have developed reproductive health and gender
course for nurses that have a strong domestic violence component. The
community involvement and outreach play an important part in the
success of any program. Outreach work has been a major part of the
response to domestic violence from nongovernmental organizations.
For example in Islington, London, England, “The Domestic Violence
Matters project” placed civilian advocates in local police stations,
with the task of providing help to all victims of domestic violence
within 24 hours of their calling the police. Another initiative by the
name “the Domestic Violence Intervention project” in Hammersmith
and Fulham (London) combined an education program for violent men
with appropriate interventions for their partners. Such programs and
campaigns reach a large number of people, in changing attitudes or
behavior towards domestic violence (WHO, 2002).
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Objectives of the Study
• To study the formal and informal institutions used by the victims of
domestic violence for seeking help
• To identify the barriers experienced by the victims of domestic
violence
Research Methodology
The study was carried out among 1938 married women in a communitybased prevalence study on domestic violence in Kashmir. A populationbased survey was conducted in six districts of Kashmir division of the
state of Jammu and Kashmir. The districts selected were: Srinagar,
Budgam, Ganderbal, Anantnag, Bandipora, and Shopian. Multi-stage
cluster sampling was used. The cluster structure was: district wards/
villages and households.
Based on the number of households in the selected districts as per
J&K Census 2011, the sample size for each district was calculated using
the formula n=z2×P (1-P)/e2
Using this formula, the overall sample size for the 6 selected
districts were 1,938.
Since the number of households in these six districts varies,
therefore a proportionate sample size for each district was calculated
(J&K Census, 2011)
To achieve these objectives, a 30-item 5-point culturally sensitive
scale was developed. For the purposes of scale-development and for
setting criteria for what qualifies for domestic violence in this study,
domestic violence was operationally defined.
For studying the role of the formal and the informal and to identify
the barriers experienced by the victims of domestic violence , in-depth
interviews were conducted. An interview schedule was developed to
guide act as a guide during the course of the interview.
Interviews were used to explore the victim’s pathways for help
seeking and support and their experiences of barriers to disclosure.
Both primary and secondary sources of data were used to carry out the
study. Primary data was also collected through observation by listening
to the narratives of domestic violence and also carrying out interviews
using a questionnaire schedule. The secondary data was collected from
various research papers, articles, reports, and other relevant documents
published by different government and non-government organizations.
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Motivation for Seeking Help from Different Institutions
After suffering from quite a time, there comes a point where women
can’t take the suffering any longer and decides to do something against
the violence. Most of the time women are motivated to seek help for their
children and are able to raise the voice against the abuse if they have
the support of their family and friends, to live a life, which is free from
abuse. In the study, it was found that even though some of the victims
have not sought any formal help against the domestic violence, but by
sharing the information which is very sensitive and acknowledging the
fact that they are being abused is in itself a big step which can at least
make them think that something bad is happening and they need to
report the same. It was observed that the victim is motivated to seek
help from family, friends, and elders of the family in order to save their
marriage. In the context of Kashmir mostly the women seek help from
clergy, neighbors, and elders of the family so that religious and moral
teachings could be instilled in the spouses wherein the perpetrator is
counseled to refrain from the act, which is abusive and unacceptable.
Such practices have been already proven fruitful and have helped a
lot of families to refrain from domestic violence. If still the violence
continues and nothing happens through informal means, the women
then switches to the formal means. Victims seek help from women’s
police stations so that they can talk about the domestic violence to those
who are outside their network of family and friends and could seek an
advice which is non-judgmental and bias-free, hoping that justice could
be done to them.
Seeking Help Through Informal Ways
As the victim accepts that her situation is problematic, the next step is to
decide the ways through which it can be solved. In the study, it has been
observed the first help that a woman seeks is from the informal agents
by getting advice and feedbacks so as to contemplate upon them and
take a decision for action, involving staying back to give a chance to
the relation, run away to parents place or seeking formal help. 48 % of
women have sought help from informal agents. The study revealed that
women have sought help from their parents, siblings, clergy (imams),
the elders in the family and community. The above agents not only
have provided woman with emotional support but also instrumental
support, by giving them a place to live and providing them financial
help. The informal agents provide the first and basic help to the victim
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in the context of Kashmir, as going to the police station which is the
only formal way of receiving help in case the of domestic violence has
taboo associated with it. So the victim first tries to resolve the matter
in the family wherein the family members play an important role in
understanding the situation of both the victim and the perpetrator and
come to a particular conclusion. If the parties don’t reach a particular
conclusion, then elders of the community and the clergy (imams) are
involved to seek help. The intention is to resolve the problem without
breaking the ties between the two. But in certain cases where the severity
of abuse is high then the victim seeks formal help.
Seeking Help Through Formal Means
In the Kashmir context, though there is a well-established act for the
protection of women against domestic violence, which consists of
number of provisions to provide formal support to the victim, but it has
not been well implemented in the state yet. The only formal support
from where the victim can seek help from is the women’s police station.
The study revealed that 12% of women have sought formal help. Most
of the women when asked about the legal help available in the state
responded unsatisfactorily.
Since there is no proper implementation of the act, the victims
are devoid of all the necessary provisions otherwise, provided in the
act. There is no proper domestic violence agency, which could be
immediately contacted following the crisis. The study revealed that no
service provider is available for victims of domestic violence which
could provide them services like shelter homes, medical facilities,
counseling etc. therefore the victim has to directly go to a police station
to file a complaint against the perpetrator.
In Kashmir region women visiting a police station in itself creates
a lot of taboo, so filing a complaint against her husband is itself a big
step to take. The mechanism by which such cases are resolved in the
women’s police station involves, asking both the parties to present
themselves before the station house officer, so that both the parties
can put their respective points. In most of the cases, it was seen that
negotiations were made to sort out the things between the spouses and
very few cases where negotiations couldn’t take place find their way to
the court of law.
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Srinagar

Ganderbal

Budgam

Anantnag

Bandipora

Table Showing the Percentage of Victims who Seek Help from
Different Agencies
Overall

Formal

13%

11%

0%

11%

20%

12%

Informal
No Agency
Approached
No Response

43%

78%

65%

72%

23%

48%

9%

11%

30%

5%

57%

23%

35%

-

5%

12%

-

17%

Total 100%
100%
100%
100%
100%
100%
Note: Formal agencies include court, police, panchayats; informal agencies include
elders in family, neighbors (mohalla committees) and clergy. Further no case of
domestic violence was found in shopian district during the study.

The above table clearly depicts that 48% of the victims of domestic
violence have approached informal agencies for help and only 12% of
the women approached formal ones. It, therefore, implies that there
is a need to strengthen these informal agencies so that they become
competent to deliver help. In addition, there are also a good proportion
of victims who do not seek help from any institution, formal or informal
(23%).
Barriers for not Seeking Help
Domestic violence is a very sensitive issue, and many of its victims
find it really hard to open up about the abuse because of the fear of
the repercussions after the disclosure. In the study, it was found that
23% of the women didn’t seek any help from any institution, formal or
informal, the reasons they give for not seeking help are fear of being
looked down upon, consider it inappropriate to disclose family matters,
lack of support from family and friends, inconsistency in partner`s
behavior. Most of the women thought about their kids and didn’t want
to lose their custody. Some of the victims didn’t want their children to
grow without the love of their father. Keeping the culture and societal
norms into consideration, many women believed that if they disclose
the domestic violence abuse, it will bring shame, embarrassment, and
taboo to the family. The most important issue that acted, as a barrier
for not seeking help is the economic dependency of the victim on
the perpetrator. The women often complained that if they have been
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economically empowered to support their family then, they would
have ended the abusive relationship. Some women belonging to lower
economic strata didn’t want to go back to their parents` place, as they
believed that this will add to their burden and thus continued to be in
an abusive relationship. In some other cases, it was seen that there was
an inconsistency in the partners` violent behavior and the victim was
in a dilemma whether to seek help or not. It was also observed that the
victim blamed themselves and their destiny for the sufferings they are
bearing. Their self-perception regarding the whole abusive relationship
was in itself a big barrier for them to seek help, as they have become
used to face the abuse.
Women’s Opinion to Combat Violence
Victim’s of domestic violence have their own perspectives vis-a-vis
the situation they are facing. The women who were facing domestic
violence put forth different opinions and these opinions were clearly
framed keeping in view the socio-economic and cultural aspects. Most
of the victims believed that women belong to the most vulnerable and
weaker section of society and can’t do anything regarding this issue.
They are of the view that women had to have a lot of patience to deal
with issues like these and it is in their destiny to face violence from their
husband and they can’t change their destiny. Some of the victims had
no one to provide support, either their parents were dead or they were
economically so weak that they cant afford to help their daughter, since
such women were financially dependent on their husband, therefore it
was very difficult for them to put an end to the abusive relationship
they are in, therefore such women are of the opinion that the women
should be financially independent, so that they can take any decision
freely, without thinking of the consequences they might be facing if
they have no economic support. Some of the women believed that the
laws should be stringent and the perpetrators should be given severe
punishments, besides victims also demanded maintenance for children
from the perpetrator. Also, some believed that in-laws creates a lot of
problems for them and had they been lived in a nuclear family, it would
have been a better and healthy life for them.
In brief, some of the victims were hopeless and were used to face
the abuse from their husbands. They were of the opinion that’s it’s the
part of their life and they can’t change it, fearing the consequences
it might lead to, while some victims carried strong opinion to stop
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violence against women, as they believe that they have the right to live
with worth and dignity. In their opinion, women should be financially
independent, to raise her own self and her children, according to their
views nobody can justify torturing or battering a woman because its
inhumane and society should change for the better by giving women
their due rights and shun away the taboos, and stereotypes attached to
the issues like domestic violence.
Conclusion
The study was carried out to understand the help-seeking ways of the
women who are the victim of domestic violence as well as the barriers
of disclosure and the reasons for not seeking any help regarding the
same. The study revealed that the victims facing domestic violence seek
help more through informal agencies than formal ones. It was revealed
that the victims of domestic violence seek help from clergy, neighbors,
and elders of the family and if nothing happens through informal
means only then the women seek help from the formal means so as to
combat domestic violence. The victim first tries to resolve the matter
in the family rather than directly seeking formal help. The only formal
support from where the victim can seek help from is the women’s police
station. Although the state has a very well established law regarding
the prohibition of domestic violence, but it has not been implemented
properly in the state. The study also provides a further understanding
regarding the barriers of disclosure and the reasons for not seeking help.
In the context of Kashmir, if the victim of domestic violence discloses
the abuse, there is usually a taboo associated with it. Some of the reasons
for not seeking help are: fear of being looked down upon, consider it
inappropriate to disclose family matters, lack of support from family
and friends, inconsistency in partner`s behavior and most importantly
economic dependency. The responses given by the victims of domestic
violence have further helped in framing the recommendations and
suggestions to combat domestic violence, which need to be heard by
different stakeholders to come up with the proper intervention so as to
facilitate the victims of domestic violence and decrease its prevalence
in the society. Some of the suggestions and recommendations framed
for the prevention and control of the domestic violence include proper
implementation of protective laws, awareness generation, gender
sensitization, community involvement and collaboration between
different stakeholders, governmental and non-governmental.
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Although The Jammu and Kashmir Protection of Women from
Domestic Violence Act, 2010, has strong provisions to combat the
domestic violence but the state should ensure its proper implementation,
so that the victims can easily access all the provisions mentioned in the
act. There should be enough awareness programs in the state for both
men and women, in order to sensitize the whole society about issues
like these and how it is leading to other evils, if not taken care of. The
society should do away with the taboo associated with the problem
of domestic violence and should come up as a whole to remove the
barriers of disclosure and reasons for not seeking help. Comprehensive
community level programs should be initiated by involving the
stakeholders at the grass root level. Mohalla committees, advocacy
centers, women forums, support groups should be created which should
be easily accessible and should provide the basic help to the victims in
and around the community.
Every religion teaches to respect each other and be tolerant towards
each other. Since Kashmir is predominantly a Muslim dominant region,
therefore the teaching of Islam plays an important role to do away with
any form of violence. Besides, there is a need to generate awareness
among the masses regarding the rights of women in Islam and how they
are to be respected and taken care of.
Care for women experiencing intimate partner violence and sexual
assault should, as much as possible, be integrated into existing health
services rather than as a stand-alone service. Special medical facilities
and crisis intervention should be made easily available for the victims of
domestic violence. Women empowerment programs should be initiated.
Enough opportunities for employment and participation of women at
different levels should be ensured so that the women can enjoy the
worth and dignity in society. To optimize the effectiveness of protection
laws, programs or other forms of intervention for domestic violence,
different stakeholders like the civil society, educational institutions,
Mohalla committees, other government and non-governmental a should
collaborate and work together to decrease the prevalence of domestic
violence and create a society free from all social and moral evils.
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