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VST’s newsletters have often carried reports about women 
who have experienced domestic violence and our efforts 
to address this issue. Such reports help us to understand 
the daily reality for many women in India.  

But in this article we want to share with you the outcome 
of a more academic exercise we undertook last year to  
evaluate our approach to domestic violence. 

VST’s partner organisations in India work with hundreds of 
tiny women’s self-help groups in villages across the 
locality. That has included training the groups to address 
domestic violence – how to identify those affected and 
how to intervene. In addition we have formed Violence 
Against Women committees with both men and women  
as campaigners and activists concerned with all types of 
gender violence, including domestic violence.  

Our study was designed and overseen by a professional 
researcher, Valdeep Gill. Her team interviewed 24 women 
to find out what happens when women report domestic 
violence. The women were mostly aged between 20 and 
40. Two thirds were Dalits. 

It is something of a success to report that 22 out of the 24 
said the violence they experienced had stopped. But that 
must be qualified by stating that our sample was 
somewhat skewed because it was hard to persuade the 
women for whom our intervention had failed to take part 
in the study. And our study team felt too that interviewees 
may have concealed some continuing violence. 

Discussing violence at women’s 
group meetings helped 
members to open up 
We found we could draw some interesting conclusions. 
Women’s self-help groups were clearly seen as a source of 
support and help whereas the Violence Against Women 
committees often had a lower profile in the village. Our 
work over the years of introducing the subject of domestic 
violence to meetings of the self-help groups had overcome 
the taboo surrounding domestic violence and helped 
group members to open up about their own experiences.  

Our interventions could involve women’s group members, 
women’s leaders, violence committee members, our 
partners’ staff, village elders or police or social workers. 

Mostly the successes came when there was a combination 
of actors from our project and others such as family or 
villagers. Usually intervention was needed for months or 
even years. Counselling helped when the husband agreed 
to engage and wanted to preserve the marriage. 

The husband might fear arrest        
— or fear being scolded by a 
group of women 
Success was also more likely when the women had strong 
support networks from family, friends and the women’s 
group which boosted their confidence and sent a message 
to the husband that violence would not be tolerated; 
when the husband – sooner or later – accepted the need 
to change his behaviour; and when the women’s group or 
our staff maintained their involvement over an extended 
period to maintain momentum. 

Several strategies could be brought to bear. The man 
might fear the impact of violence on the woman’s mental 
or physical health, or fear being reported to police or 
being arrested, or fear permanent separation, or being 
scolded by a group of women. Those intervening might 
also address fears of infidelity on both sides, or the impact 
of living with in-laws or of intervention from the woman’s 
family. Husbands might also respond to intervention by 
men whom they respected or feared. 

While the focus was on maintaining the marriage 
sometimes separation was required. This brought further 
difficulties of stigma and financial hardship. It may not 
have been be the outcome the women wanted, and the 
violence might continue after separation. 

Not every intervention works. Failure was associated with 
men who did not engage with those intervening, often 
responding aggressively. Alcohol abuse and affairs with 
other women frequently featured. The woman tended to 
lack a support network and as intervention began to fail, 
she would lose confidence in the process. Anti-social and 
aggressive behaviour by the husband dominated the 
relationship, and those attempting to intervene were 
forced to step back. 

Full report: http://villageservicetrust.org.uk/wp-content/
uploads/2014/02/Domestic-Violence-Study-.pdf 

Study shows how support from women’s 

groups can help limit domestic violence 



Anti-violence group 

steps in after 

Asailakshmi 

endures a lifetime 

of mistreatment 
At the age of just 17, Asailakshmi was married to a 32-

year-old divorcee. She was unhappy about the match, but 

her mother had died and her father remarried, and the 

groom was a relative who demanded no dowry. 

From the beginning, the couple argued. “I was from a 

town and he brought me to live in this remote village in 

the middle of nowhere – I couldn’t cope with life here,” 

Asailakshmi explains. “He criticised my ‘town ways’, and 

expected me to change the way I dressed and behaved.”   

Asailakshmi found it hard to stand up to her husband. “He 

was an adult and I was just a young girl. He was very arrogant 

and aggressive and he began to beat me and refused to let me 

visit my family home. He didn’t like to hear women speak.” 

After five years of this treatment, Asailakhsmi was in despair 

and tried to kill herself by drinking poison. “I really wanted to 

die because it was so unbearable,” she says. “No-one around 

me understood what was happening.” Her family learned of 

her suicide attempt and provided life-saving treatment. She 

told them about her husband’s behaviour, but he denied it, and 

so she was sent back to live with him.  

Over the years, Asailakhsmi made two more suicide attempts, 

but each time survived and returned to her husband. “I thought 

about divorcing him all the time, but didn’t do it because of my 

children,” she explains. 

Asailakshmi suffered in silence. “I didn’t talk with anyone about 

his behaviour when my children were growing up. He had a 

male-dominant mindset, and he was not alone - many men in 

this village thought like that. Lots of women of my generation 

suffered at the hands of their husbands.” 

Asailakshmi with one of her cows in her village of Valiparai. Her self-help group is supported by VST’s partner Vasandham 

‘Now I own ten cows and    

so he is listening more’ 



Meanwhile, a women's self-help group 

started in the village and Asailakshmi 

wanted to join it, but her husband 

would not allow it. Then suddenly, he 

disappeared - he often had 

relationships with other women - and 

Asailakhsmi did not know where he 

had gone. Without his income she and 

the children struggled, so she joined 

the self-help group and took a loan to 

buy a cow.  Over time, her dairy 

business flourished and for the first 

time in her life, Asailakshmi was 

economically independent. 

Finally, Asailakshmi’s husband 

returned, and resumed his abusive 

behaviour.  After more than 30 years 

of this treatment, she decided it was 

time to ask the local Violence Against 

Women committee for help.  The 

committee members provided advice 

and support, and spoke with her 

husband, counselling him to change 

his behaviour. Initially he did not 

listen, but in the last two years the 

violence has decreased. Asailakshmi 

says: “Before all the family assets were 

his, but now I own ten cows, and so he 

is listening more.”  But, she thinks it 

was another argument that really 

convinced him to change: “The 

committee members told him that if 

he does not behave better, no-one will 

agree to marry our son – and this 

scared him.”  

Asailakshmi adds: “If my son supports 

me after he is married I think things 

will be ok, but if he does not, I am 

worried that my husband will become 

violent again.”  The committee 

members have vowed to continue 

monitoring the family and will 

intervene if needed. 

Now aged 53, Asailakshmi says: “I used 

to want to die – but now I think why 

should I die? He should be punished! 

Attitudes in the village are beginning 

to change and I don’t think younger 

women have to put up with so much 

violence from their husbands – I hope 

for the next generation, things will be 

even better.” 

 

Reports and photograph by Paula 

Nightingale 

Husbands’ aggression no 

longer goes unchallenged 
In the locality where VST’s partner organisations work, many women 

experience violence at the hands of their husbands and sometimes 

also their in-laws (it is usual for wives to live with the husband’s family 

after marriage). Women’s organisations informally estimate that 

about 80% of women experience domestic violence at some point in 

their lives. 

The high level of domestic violence is attributed to several key factors. 

Dowry demands (which in this area may continue throughout a 

marriage rather than being settled at the time of the wedding), often 

escalate and lead to violence. Accusations of sexual infidelity are cited 

as the basis of much domestic violence, and sexual violence within 

marriages is commonplace, though rarely openly discussed. Property 

disputes and disagreements with in-laws are also significant factors.  

Women point to men’s growing use of alcohol and drugs as an 

important factor in causing domestic violence.  Over the last decade 

alcohol has become much more widely available through the 

proliferation of licensed government alcohol shops, and drug use has 

also increased, especially among younger men. 

Another key factor is child marriage, which is very common in this 

area. This means that many young girls are married to much older 

men, and hold little power within their marital relationships.  

Until recently, domestic violence was rarely challenged. Public 

beatings and verbal abuse were common in the past, but nowadays, 

violence is much more likely to be inflicted in private, and involve 

mental abuse such as threats to abandon women or throw them out 

of the family home.  Women find it very hard to talk about these 

experiences, fearing they will upset and shame their families by 

revealing it. 

Local federations of self-help groups have set up Violence Against 

Women committees in some villages.  The committees monitor cases 

of domestic violence and members are trained to intervene and 

counsel both husband and wife.  They also refer cases to the police 

and local authorities when appropriate. Most importantly, they follow 

up on all cases, as reoccurring domestic violence is very common. 

Domestic violence cases that cannot be dealt with by local Violence 

Against Women committees or federations are referred to TMPI, the 

district women’s organisation. They provide support to the woman to 

take the issue to the police and file for divorce, refer the case to the 

official free legal aid centre and arrange for a female advocate to 

provide legal advice. For many women, this support is invaluable; 

without it, the legal system is too complex and expensive to consider, 

and they risk remaining trapped in violent marriages. 
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Bec Taylor (above with Sky Sports presenter Chris 

Kamara) finished the 2017 London Marathon in style - 

see the medal - and raised a fantastic £2,060 for VST 

(that's nearly £2,500 with gift aid). Thank you so much 

Bec and all your friends for your generosity!  

Bec adds: “And I met a famous English footballer and 

sports presenter at the end. Thank you so much for 

giving me the opportunity to represent such an 

incredible charity.”  

VST has a place available in the 2018 Prudential London 

cycle ride on Sunday July 30th. Please get in touch if you 

would like to take on the challenge of riding 100 miles 

and raising sponsorship funds for VST. 

Students at Kingswood School in Bath raised £4,638.50 

for VST in a sponsored walk. The money will go to help 

children in tribal communities who might otherwise have 

dropped out of school. 

Can you help us   

to complete  

Dora’s story? 
VST’s origins lie with a rural clinic founded in the 

1960s by an Englishwoman called Dora Scarlett. Dora 

had led a varied life as a self-sufficient smallholder 

and communist activist before abandoning her life in 

Britain for a passage to India. 

Her clinic embodied her ideals of simplicity and 

service to those in need. It attracted many volunteers 

and visitors, who inspired by her example went on to 

found VST and its partners Arogya Agam and 

Vasandham. 

Dora had a great talent for writing. For many years 

she wrote a bi-monthly “Letter from South India” 

which she sent to friends and supporters around the 

world. As well as being a means of keeping in touch 

with donors, the letters provided an insight into local 

life from someone who knew the surrounding villages 

and their people intimately. 

She also wrote an account of the first part of her own 

life. Regrettably she failed to enthuse a publisher and, 

perhaps discouraged, never finished her account. Her 

story covers her life up to the point when she opened 

her clinic, Seva Nilayam, in 1962. It is essentially an 

exploration of her intellectual development alongside 

her life story and includes her first-hand account of 

the Hungarian uprising in 1956 which is drawn from 

her earlier book, Window onto Hungary, about her 

time as a journalist with Radio Budapest. 

VST plans to publish Dora’s story. We have Dora’s 

own account, her Letters from South India, and some 

of her correspondence. In order to give a complete 

picture of her life we need to add an account of the 

second part of her life, at Seva Nilayam up to her 

death in 2001. Many people worked with, visited and 

corresponded with Dora during this time. We would 

be very pleased to hear from everyone and anyone 

who has something to say about Dora, and about 

Seva Nilayam, that will help us complete this project.  


