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Abstract 
Domestic violence is a transnational issue moving beyond the 
distinctions of  caste, class, culture, and race. A culture of  silence 
prevails amongst women in India. Amidst the Covid-19 crisis, the 
movement of  people has been largely restricted within the four walls 
of  the household which has prompted further deterioration of  their 
condition in the continuously changing world order. This paper seeks 
to critically analyse the plethora of  challenges faced by women during 
the pandemic that spawns a sense of  fear and helplessness that results 
in intense consequences regarding the health and wellbeing of  both 
women and children in the family. The legal measures have fallen 
short of  preventing violence and attaining gender equality. The paper 
analyses the policies and strategies of  different sectors within India by 
examining multiple layers of  disruptions in the lives of  women.  The 
research paper tries to identify the risks and consequences of  the crisis 
faced by women and children as they are caught up in the epicentre of  
the pandemic, and it evaluates the government policies in dealing with 
the covert crisis. It highlights the strategic dilemma that warrants the 
recalibration of  policy. it is imperative to assess the policy implications 
of  the “shadow pandemic” that encircles the lives of  women. Domestic 
Violence may not affect us directly but it has indirect implications on 
everyone’s mind.

BACKGROUND/CONTEXT 
Domestic Violence is evident in most societies in the world. It is interlinked 
with the concept of  superiority, power and is an event or a series of  events 
in which an individual in a relationship misuses power to establish control, 
instil fear, and demand obedience from another. Such violence has no 
limits and can be practiced in diverse patterns of  physical assault, financial 
abuse, psychological invasion, or sexual assault.  

1 The author is currently pursuing Masters in Public Policy from St. Xavier’s College (Autonomous). 
The author can be reached at chanana.umika123@gmail.com.
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The World Health Organization report titled, ‘WHO multi-country study on 
women’s health and domestic violence  against women’ (2005) indicates that 
the proportion of  women who have faced physical or sexual assault or both by 
an intimate partner ranges from 15% to 71% globally2. Similarly, the National 
Family Health Survey III carried out in 2005-06 covered 29 states, and the 
analysis propounded that a considerable proportion of  married women have 
experienced some form of  physical or sexual abuse by their husbands at 
some point in their lives. It highlighted that approximately 37.2%3 of  women 
encounter violence after marriage in India. This raises a concern that half  of  
the human population feels a certain sense of  insecurity in their own homes 
which should rather function as the safest destination for their inhabitants.

The aforementioned statistics indicate the figures in pre-Covid-19 times in 
conjunction with the transforming world order. However, the rapid spread 
of  the coronavirus through human contact has caused havoc in the world. 
To circumvent the transmission, countries have responded by imposing 
lockdowns but the prevailing system has highlighted the unequal power play 
that has threatened the existence of  women by unmasking the gendered 
inequalities across the globe. It is notoriously well-known that whether 
they are natural calamities such as earthquakes, hurricanes, or pandemics 
like the coronavirus, the disruption caused to the lives and livelihoods of  
people provides a collective stimulus to increasing incidences of  domestic 
violence against women.

In light of  recent events, WHO in its report, ‘COVID-19 and violence against 
women – what the health sector/system can do’ (April 2020) pronounced 
that the likelihood of  the occurrence of  intimate partner violence is expected 
to increase as social distancing has caused people to stay at home for longer 
durations, which in turn fuels the need of  men to exert power in the powerless 
situation that they are stuck in. The National Commission of  Women, the 
governmental body that receives complaints across India, highlighted that 
the complaints have doubled from the first week of  (March 2, 2020) to the 
final week (March 23, 2020-April 1, 2020)4, especially after the nation-wide 
lockdown, has been promulgated. Similarly, the Council of  Europe has 
expressed concerns over the health and well-being of  women and children 
regarding an increase in the number of  cases of  violence at home5.

2 WHO multi-country study on women’s health and domestic violence  against women (2005)
3 National Family Health Survey III Report,(2005-2006) VOL-I
4 Jagriti Chandra, Rise in domestic violence, policy apathy, The Hindu, April 02, 2020 https://www.
thehindu.com/news/national/covid-19-lockdown-spike-in-domestic-violence-says-ncw/arti-
cle31238659.ece 
5 Council of  Europe, Women’s rights and COVID-19 pandemic https://www.coe.int/en/web/gende-
requality/women-s-rights-and-covid-19  
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Within India, the states that have seen an enormous rise in the cases of  
domestic violence being reported are Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, Punjab, and 
Haryana6. It is crucial to note that not all cases are reported especially 
during the time of  a pandemic where there is evident distortion in the 
structural functioning of  the institutions. Confined within the four walls 
of  the household, it is primarily women who are victimized and isolated 
with partners who exhibit abusive conduct and disrupt domestic peace and 
safety.

The lockdown furnishes an opportunity to the abuser to operationalize 
‘intimate turmoil’ of  the minds and bodies of  the women in their 
households by controlling their mobility. 

Rekha Sharma7 (Chairperson of  National Commission for Women) 
discerned that the National Commission for women had received a 
total of  3027 complaints (April and May, 2020) of  which 47.2% are the 
complaints related to domestic violence8. She further reiterates that during 
the quarantine, the lack of  clarity with regard to the future along with 
the absence of  social security has resulted in post-traumatic stress. Return 
migration has also heightened the risk of  violence. This stems from the 
existing unequal power dynamics that leaves women workers in distress and 
escalates to domestic violence.  The power dynamics resulting in domestic 
violence are widely linked with all sectors across all classes in both the rural 
and urban regions of  India. Domestic violence tarnishes the capability and 
productivity of  an individual while simultaneously inhibiting their physical 
and mental well-being.

The pandemic has altered the communication link with the government 
authorities. Thereby, several initiatives that have been launched such as 
tele-counselling facilities have registered that in the absence of  a national 
policy to deal with critical instances of  domestic violence, women’s rights 
organizations, and other non-governmental organizations have gained 
centre stage9.  

6 Sucharita Maji, Saurabh Bansod, Tushar Singh, Domestic Violence during COVID-19 pandemic: The 
case of  Indian women, Journal of  Community and Applied Psychology, https://doi.org/10.1002/
casp.2501  
7 Chairperson of  National Commission for Women
8 Ambika Pandit (June 7,2020)    Lockdown  saw  significant  rise  in  domestic  violence  complaints  to NCW, 
The Times of  India. https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/india/lockdown-saw-significant-rise-in-
domestic-violence-complaints-to-ncw/articleshow/76240502.cms
9 R. Sen (June, 2020). Stay Home, Stay Safe: Interrogating violence in the domestic sphere, Economic and 
Political Weekly, Vol. 55, Issue No. 25.
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STAY HOME, STAY SAFE: THE PERSISTING IRONY 
Family and households are considered to be the safest places especially 
during a pandemic. However, the sword of  patriarchy leaves women 
helpless and scared, and domestic violence causes physical, emotional, 
psychological, as well as sexual attacks on their attempts to lead a safe and 
dignified life.

The current circumstances of  increasing cases of  domestic violence are not 
just the result of  the frustration of  physical containment in homes but are 
also the result of  the circumstances of  an economic slowdown that has led to 
the closing of  businesses and increasing unemployment that threatens their 
survival. The victims have their self-esteem affected and further, domestic 
violence crushes their confidence through taunts, verbal abuse, and exposition 
to constant beating. This serves as a predicament as they are finding it 
challenging to deal with violence on the inside and the virus outside.

“Unemployment and poverty are common features among the gangs who 
rape. In this environment, and within a patriarchal structure, violence is 
one of  the few things that can command respect. As young men become 
increasingly unable to participate in the India shining fairytale, they reassert 
their identities, and power, in a savage and cruel act” (Desai, 2014)10. He 
further notes that men who are unemployed, uneducated, marginalized may 
be more prone to violence against girls and women. While the crises affect 
both men and women economically, the plight of  women due to domestic 
violence is severely hampered during the episodes of  unemployment. The 
dual burden of  violence and economic crisis has widened the gap between 
the genders and has impeded the efforts made to achieve gender parity.

Most women are employed part-time and work in broadening the care 
economy as they take care of  the basic needs of  children and the elderly 
in the family. This type of  assigned work is unpaid, undervalued, and 
unorganized which aggravates the pre-existing gender norms. Unpredictable 
times call for unpredictable measures that might correspond to women 
taking heavy interest loans, multiple jobs or even risky jobs to fill the financial 
gap. Pregnant women who face domestic violence may consequently face 
maternal mortality, morbidity, and depression. The lack of  public transport 
services for these women to visit their antenatal homes and for consecutive 
post-partum visits has only exacerbated their vulnerability. 

Patricia Uberoi (1993) argued that the culture of  silence prevails due to the 
idea of  honour associated with the patriarchal mindset. The socio-cultural 

10 Desai is a renowned sociologist who has written extensively on rape
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pattern has created an aversion to subordinate the family and its innate 
relationships to judicial scrutiny. The family is idolized as a way of  life and 
focussed identity. Its inviolability is reaffirmed by the society and is linked 
with the concept of  “izzat” (honour), propriety, and respect. Thus, the 
available data is not comprehensive and inclusive of  all the cases of  violence 
within the home. The resulting impunity is a major cause of  aggravating 
oppression leading to losing individuality and a sense of  ownership of  
one’s own body, mind, and soul11. 

Saravanan (2000), affirmed that family is the predominant site where the 
violence of  various forms occur leading to suicide, torture, and homicide. 
International Labour Organization statistics highlight that women spend 
more hours in household work as compared to men which quoted that on 
average time spend is 312 minutes per day in urban areas and 291 minutes 
in rural areas by women compared to men who spend 29 and 32 minutes 
respectively. Covid-19 has led to a two-fold increase in the work of  women 
as all members of  the family are at home and women suffer violence if  they 
fail to complete the household chores. Men often expect women to serve 
them domestically, sexually, and monetarily. Therefore, the confinement 
demonstrates the mind-set and when men feel powerless in one domain 
they seek to establish more power over the other without any discomfort 
to themselves and a complete disregard of  the other gender who not only 
takes care of  them but the entire family12. 

Antonio Guterres, UN Chief  (2020), stated that “peace is not just the absence of  
war”13 in the context of  women facing domestic violence. This is indicative 
of  the fact that the places where women should feel the safest i.e. their 
own homes, are the ones where they face an extreme form of  violence. 
Women in this pandemic are afraid of  being confined in the same place as 
their abuser and even when they manage to leave, the world outside looks 
upon them with suspicion. For instance, there was a case in Bengaluru 
where a woman after suffering domestic abuse approached various 
government organizations and NGOs however, the apprehension that she 
might be contagious resulted in having no place for her to stay until quite 
recently when the situation changed14. In such circumstances, it becomes 

11Patricia Uberoi (1993), Family, Kinship and Marriage in India, Oxford University Press.
12 Sheela. Saravanan 2000. Violence against Women in India: A Literature Review, Mumbai: Institute of  
Social Studies Trust. March.
13 UN chief  calls for domestic violence ‘ceasefire’ amid horrifying global surge, (April 6, 2020) UN News Global 
perspectives Human stories 
14 A. Krishnakumar, & S. Verma, (2021). Understanding Domestic Violence in India During COVID-19: a 
Routine Activity Approach. Asian journal of  criminology, 1–17. Advance online publication. https://
doi.org/10.1007/s11417-020-09340-1
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challenging to escape as there are limited means to share information with 
trustworthy people and authorities. 

The NFHS III illustrated that only one in four women sought help whereas 
two out of  three never disclosed that they were the victims of  violence. 
Hence, most women prefer not to report such heinous crimes to the 
authorities and they are improbable to do so now when the conventional 
platforms for help are inaccessible.

Rukmini Sen (2020) in her article titled, ‘Stay Home, Stay Safe: Interrogating 
violence in the domestic sphere’ marks that the pandemic has shifted gears for 
the victims of  domestic violence. There have been minimal or no discussions 
on the impact of  the lockdown affecting everyday lives of  the women. Research 
from the previous years ascertain that the home is not identified as a safe place 
for the women suffering violence within the private sphere15.   

Ellina Samantroy and Kingshuk Sarkar (2020) in their article titled, ‘Violence 
in times of  COVID-19 Lack of  Legal Protection for workers in the 
informal economy’ argue that the women employed in the informal sector 
are not protected under the umbrella of  labour legislations. Additionally, 
the pandemic has magnified such issues by metamorphosing the pre-
existing inequalities and culminating in increased instances of  violence 
against women.  Furthermore, the authors pointed out that in maximum 
number of  households the domestic help, self-employed workers, and 
casual workers were abjured of  their monthly wages. This deprivation 
further intensified already precarious situation, leading to the workers 
living in constant fear, anxiety and despair in poor living conditions. The 
agonized lives of  women are surrounded by the loss of  livelihood leading 
to starvation with the responsibility of  augmented domestic work in the 
household where the income is squandered by men16. 

Shelby Bourgault, Amber Peterman and Megan O’Donnell (2021) in 
their paper, ‘Violence against women and children during COVID-19’ 
have studied and analysed one hundred papers in their research and have 
highlighted that there have been traces of  escalated forms of  violence due to 
degraded economic opportunities, unwanted migration, loss of  livelihood, 
food insecurity and spousal substance abuse17. Additionally, a research study 

15 R. Sen, (June, 2020). Stay Home, Stay Safe: Interrogating violence in the domestic sphere, Economic and 
Political Weekly, Vol. 55, Issue No. 25.
16 E. Samantroy, & K. Sarkar, (2020) Violence in times of  COVID-19 lack of  legal protection for women 
informal workers, Economic and Political Weekly, ISSN (Online) 2349-8846.
17 S. Bourgault, A. Peterman, and M O’Donnell, (2021). Violence against women and children during 
COVID-19, Centre for global development, https://www.jstor.org/stable/resrep30898
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from Bolivia (2021) noted that the youth empowerment program curtailed 
distinct type of  violence experienced by adolescent girls18. 

Paattojoshi (2020), reveal that there has been a severe increase in spousal 
violence in forms of  verbal, sexual, physical and emotional violence that 
has been substantiated with the help of  survey data and self-report trends.

THE HEALTH PREDICAMENT ENCIRCLING THE VICIOUS 
CYCLE OF VIOLENCE 
Domestic Violence has been recognized as a public health emergency 
where it consequentially differs in type and its brunt on women as stated 
by Ahmed-Ghosh (2004)19. Johnson and Johnson (2001) argued that such 
violence impedes the mental and physical development and well-being of  
women violating their basic human rights20. 

The distress faced in homes has a cascading effect on children by resulting in 
depression, anxiety, stress difficulties comprehending what is being taught 
in schools, colleges and reduce the focus on their work. At the same time 
for women, it can lead to trauma, injuries, mental and reproductive health 
problems including HIV, AIDS, and unplanned pregnancies. Covid-19 
exposure to domestic violence will further aggravate these complications. 
Sometimes, children are used as tools to inflict more damage to women.  

Ellina Samantroy and Kingshuk Sarkar (2020) delineates that in certain 
cases the living conditions of  the abused women makes them vulnerable 
to diseases as they stay with extended families in small places. In such areas 
it becomes difficult to maintain the provisions for COVID-19. The living 
conditions are also highly unhygienic rendering it impossible to maintain 
safety precautions pertaining to COVID-1921.  

Gupta and Dalvie (2020) wrote, with the increased incidences of  domestic 
violence discrete efforts are being made to route and address the cause via women 
rights organizations, state police, other treasured civil society organizations. 
The pandemic has impacted women working in varied dimensions for 
instance, women living with disability, or those suffering from life threatening 

18 Gulesci,Selim; Beccar,Manuela Puente; Ubfal,Diego Javier.2021.Can Youth Empowerment Programs 
Reduce Violence against Girls during the COVID-19 Pandemic ? (Policy Research working paper;no. WPS 
9547;COVID-19 (Coronavirus) Washington, D.C. : World Bank Group.
19 Ahmed-Ghosh H. Chattels of  Society: Domestic Violence in India. Violence Against Women. 
2004;10(1):94-118. doi:10.1177/1077801203256019
20 P.S. Johnson & J.A. Johnson (2001).The oppression of  women in India. Violence against women, 7, 
1051–1068.
21 E. Samantroy, & K. Sarkar, (2020) Violence in times of  COVID-19 lack of  legal protection for women 
informal workers, Economic and Political Weekly, ISSN (Online) 2349-8846.
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diseases such as HIV-AIDS have been extravagantly encountered the cost of  
basic amenities and health care during the on-going pandemic22. Congruently, 
the International Disability Alliance (2020) recorded the data collected from 
the states of  Odisha, Gujarat and Telengana which solicits that the increase 
in partner violence during lockdown has resulted in intensifying stress levels 
within the household. The women enduring disabilities have mostly hidden 
their grievances due to the fear of  abandonment.    

During the lockdown, apart from the group of  women facing domestic 
violence, and possibly within this group as well, there resides the sex workers 
in Mumbai, Kolkata, and Madhya Pradesh who have secured no economic or 
health support from the government during pandemic. Moreover, the sex-
workers living in un-homely conditions within brothels encounter obstacles 
in their livelihoods to cater to the basic needs of  their families including food 
and buying basic medicines. The violence that these women mask does not 
come under the purview of  Domestic Violence Act23. 

Consequentially, fewer women have access to counselling. This inadvertently 
affects pregnant women as they majorly suffer from hormone-induced 
depression, postpartum depression as well as post-menstrual depression. 

THE LEGAL CONUNDRUM AND THE GOVERNMENT’S 
RESPONSE TOWARDS THE LOOMING CRISIS 
The Protection of  Women from Domestic Violence Act, 2005 fails to 
address this concern during a pandemic. The Act has a detailed definition 
of  what constitutes Domestic violence but is not inclusive of  verbal, 
emotional, sexual, and economic violence due to social dictate of  the 
society that we constitute24. 

Shivakumar, 2020 affirms that women in India lack basic knowledge of  
their constitutional and legal rights. Lack of  awareness is a major issue 
that prevents them from having a safe and dignified life. This has resulted 
in a further assumption of  patriarchal claim over women. During the 
pandemic, lack of  awareness of  the helpline number can lead to severe 
health hazards that the government might not be able to untangle even 
when in the post-Covid world order25. 

22 Dr Manisha Gupte and Dr Suchitra Dalvie, (April 6, 2020). The gendered impact of  COVID-19 in 
India, The Week.   
23 R. Sen, (June, 2020). Stay Home, Stay Safe: Interrogating violence in the domestic sphere, Economic and 
Political Weekly, Vol. 55, Issue No. 25.
24 The Protection of  Domestic Violence Act, 2005 (September 13, 2005)
25 R. Sen, (June, 2020). Stay Home, Stay Safe: Interrogating violence in the domestic sphere, Economic and 
Political Weekly, Vol. 55, Issue No. 25.
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Non-Governmental Organizations have taken several steps to address 
the ‘shadow pandemic’26 by effectively carrying out initiatives like Red-
Dot initiative where the indication of  a red bindi on women’s foreheads 
indicates that the women are expressing their distress symbolically if  not 
verbally. When the dot is shown to neighbours and shopkeepers it serves 
as a distress call to the helpline number reaching for their safety. In Spain, 
the Institute of  Equity has initiated a campaign named Mascarilla-19 (Mask-
19), in which women manage to go pharmaceutical stores and request for 
the Mask-19, which implies that the woman has faced domestic violence 
and is in dire need of  protection. The head of  the store makes a note of  
the name, address, and phone number and alerts the police or the staff  
workers. The women wait at their homes until help arrives to address 
their concerns. This is an innovative solution to the existing and inflamed 
problem of  domestic violence27.  

To efficiently address the concern, it is crucial for law enforcement 
agencies to understand the gravity of  the situation and believe women. 
The long term scourge of  domestic violence is destructive and needs to 
be addressed immediately. It is pertinent that all sectors collaborate to 
eradicate the social evil and eliminate gender inequality in the long run 
also ensure equal participation of  women in decision-making and the 
developmental process28.  

Reaching women in distress is crucial to prevent further violence from 
occurring and resulting in perilous situations.  Policies that provide women 
with economic and social support are a must in order that they never rely 
on the abuser for their survival. This can be accomplished by providing 
safe places for them to stay by converting empty hotels into temporary 
shelters especially in urban areas. Whereas in rural areas ASHAs, who are 
the frontline health workers, must be the first point of  contact for abused 
women, along with panchayats and self-help groups coordinating their 
efforts to provide safety and security to women in distress. These measures 
can serve women in villages better.

WAY FORWARD 
It has been clear that the impact of  Covid-19 is not just related to health 
and economy but has widespread socio-cultural dimensions. It is essential 
to take into account the holistic picture and leave no stone unturned to 
26 The shadow pandemic: Violence against women during COVID-19, UN Women 
27 Joanne Oakley (April 8, 2020), Gender violence initiative ‘Mascarilla 19’helps three women across  Andulcia 
since launch https://www.theolivepress.es/spain-news/2020/04/08/gender-violence-initiative-mas-
carilla-19-helps-three-women-across-andulcia-since-launch/
28 The shadow pandemic: Violence against women during COVID-19, UN Women
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protect the dignity and wellbeing of  all, including women who, often 
with no fault of  their own, are the worst sufferers during catastrophes, 
calamities, and pandemics.

INTERNATIONAL MEASURES TO ADDRESS DOMESTIC 
VIOLENCE:
According to available data released by the United Nations Economic 
and Social Affairs (2015) in a majority of  countries, less than 40% of  the 
women who experience violence seek help of  any sort. Furthermore, the 
women who did seek help preferred to reach out to close friends and family 
rather than formal institutions and mechanisms. Out of  them, merely less 
than 10% sought help by appealing to the police29. 

Even though laws exist against both violence and harassment, there is an 
acute dearth of  actual measures implementing these laws. According to 
data published by the World Bank Group (2018) at least 144 countries have 
passed laws against domestic violence and 154 have laws against sexual 
harassment. However, this does not mean, in any way, that countries are 
always compliant with international standards and recommendations or 
that they effectively implement them30.

In recent years, with regard to the availability of  data on violence against 
women, the progress has been significant. According to the Sustainable 
Development Goals’ Global Database, comparable national prevalence 
data on Intimate Partner Violence, for the period 2005-2017, are available 
for 106 countries which shows great advancement in monitoring and 
evaluation31. 

Moreover, we can safely highlight how lack of  alcohol, fear of  
unemployment, and inability to fulfil the basic needs of  the family are no 
reasons to practice domestic violence. It is the persistence of  patriarchy not 
only in the minds of  men but also women who often ignore the enduring 
pain and fail to report it to the authorities. A behavioural and structural 
change is required for the betterment of  women’s health and well-being. 
Legal and administrative measures alone may fail as a change in the mind 
sets of  people is what is needed to help embrace woman empowerment.

29 United Nations Economic and Social Affairs (2015). The World’s Women 2015, Trends and 
Statistics, p. 159.
30 World Bank Group (2018). Women, Business and the Law 2018, database.
31 Inter-Agency and Expert Group on SDG Indicators (March, 2017). SDGs Global Database, Department 
of  Economic and Social Affairs, United Nations
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CONCLUSION
The paper looked at the lethal combination of  the COVID-19 induced 
lockdown and domestic violence. It has been mentioned by various 
scholars in their arguments that the pandemic has led to a surge in the 
number of  cases of  domestic violence in the community. If  we do not pay 
heed to the early warning signs and treat this issue as a top priority, victims 
and survivors would be unable to get essential services and it would delay 
access to justice and healthcare. Therefore, though non-governmental 
organizations are playing a crucial role in addressing the pleas of  abused 
women, the government must holistically incorporate measures within the 
national policy to meet the needs of  the victims of  domestic abuse. Thus, 
it is imperative to follow the age-old rule of  leaving no one behind in order to 
make sure that domestic violence cases do not remain invisible during this 
pandemic. 
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