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Violence against women, also referred to as gender-based violence, refers to violent acts 

that are perpetrated against women and girls. These violent acts can take the form of rape, 
domestic violence, mob violence, restrictions on freedom of movement, female genital 
mutilation, and sex trafficking, among other transgressions. In India, violence against women is a 
systemic problem. In 2019, the National Crime Records Bureau reported that 88 rape cases were 
recorded every day in India. Out of the total 32,033 reported rape cases in that year, 11% were 
from the members of the lowest caste, Dalit community.1 This paper will examine the 
sociocultural, political, and legal factors which put Indian women in contemporary society at 
risk. 

Indian society is highly patriarchal and socially stratified. This means that women 
belonging to lower castes are more at risk for violence in India. A study conducted by 
Mahapatrao et al. frames violence against women, specifically violence against women which 
occurs within the home, as a public health problem. The study concluded that important risk 
factors for violence against women include low household income, low literacy rates, and low 
caste membership, and an alcoholic spouse.2 Nonetheless, throughout all levels of Indian society, 
traditional cultural norms discourage reporting violence against women in order to maintain the 
woman’s--and by extension and her family’s--honor. Menon and Allen conducted a study which 
examines how cultural narratives present themselves in responses to women's help-seeking in 
two metropolitan cities in India, New Delhi and Mumbai. Their findings identify victim blaming 
as a pervasive cultural narrative throughout India.3 Indeed, a sting operation of police in and 
around Delhi in 2012 revealed that most of the law enforcement personnel who were interviewed 
strongly believed that women are to blame for rape.4 In turn, this narrative has been internalized 
by large contingents of the female Indian population. Data from the 2015-2016 National Family 
Health Survey revealed that of those surveyed, 52% of women believe it’s reasonable for a 
husband to beat his wife.5 With regard to mens’ views of violence against women, in 2011 the 
International Men and Gender Equality Survey found that 65% of Indian men believe women 
should tolerate violence in order to keep the family together, and women sometimes deserve to 
be beaten. The Survey also revealed that 24% of Indian men had committed sexual violence at 
some point during their lives.6 Clearly, Indian women, especially Indian women belonging to 
lower castes, are being failed by the social norms and expectations of their own culture. The 
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result of the normalization of violence against women within Indian culture is that such violence 
goes mostly unreported. 
 
Beyond the sociocultural factors which put women at risk for violence in India, there are 
egregious shortcomings within the existing formal and legal frameworks which also severely 
undermine the status and safety of Indian women. In 2005, the Protection of Women from 
Domestic Violence Act was passed. While it is widely agreed among activists and survivors that 
this legislation is a step in the right direction, it isn’t as far-reaching as it has to be in order to be 
effective. In general, the legal system is out of reach for most of the population. Pursuing legal 
action for violence against women is often a long, drawn-out process, which is made more 
arduous by the prevalence of corrupt lawyers and judges. The prejudice against women in the 
judicial arena “makes investigations slothful and lackadaisical and as a result the conviction rate 
in rape cases is appallingly low. This, in turn, allows potential sex criminals to get away with 
anything, even an open-and-shut case of rape. And each time this happens, to the average 
policeman it only reinforces what he thinks he already knows: ‘She asked for it.’”7 This breds a 
culture in which victims are highly unlikely to pursue legal action. Indeed, “In a cultural setting 
where going to court or to the police is rebuked and even considered as a curse, it is likely that 
unless all other means to escape violence are closed, victims would not choose legal action.”8 
There are countless, tragic examples of cases of violence against women in India in which justice 
has not been promtly carried out, or not carried out at all. Such a case which sparked the most 
international outrage in recent memory involved the gang rape of a Dalit woman in 2012. 

In 2012, a nineteen year-old Dalit woman was brutally gang raped and tortured on a 
moving bus in Uttar Pradesh’s Hathras district by a group of upper-caste men. Her family found 
her naked, bleeding and paralyzed with a split tongue and a broken spine in a field outside their 
home. She died in hospital fifteen days later. Her death led to demonstrations across India and 
international calls for reform in the country. Her case was egregiously mishandled by police. As 
social activist and former police officer Swaran Ram Darapuri told the BBC, “There were very 
serious lapses on the part of the police...The police did not write a complaint--they instead asked 
her brother to do it. They did not include what the victim told them. They didn't even call an 
ambulance to take her to hospital, even though she was in a precarious condition.”9 Clearly, 
women--especially women of lower castes--cannot rely on their local governments for protection 
from violence. As Yogita Bhayana of People Against Rapes in India (PARI), told India Today, 
“Women of Dalit communities are more vulnerable. They are under tremendous social pressure 
because of their cast. They hesitate to report rape cases. No one in the police station listens to 
them in most of the cases, even if they dare to lodge an FIR [First Information Report]. This 
police apathy is mostly because of them being from the lower cast. It is high time to have a 
gender sensitisation drive for police at every level,”10 However, this woman was not only 
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abandoned by her local governments. The federal Indian government also responded appallingly 
to this case.  

After fifteen days of hospitalization, the nineteen year-old Hathras woman died in 
hospital. Following her death, on the same night, police cremated her body without the 
permission of her family. Following her cremation, the Indian government denied that she was 
raped. In fact, the Yogi government hired Concept PR, a Mumbai-based public relations firm, to 
publicize two claims: that this woman was not raped and her case was nothing more than a 
“conspiracy to push the state into caste turmoil.”11 This case reveals that women, especially 
women of lower castes, cannot rely upon their local government for protection or for the 
administration of justice, nor can they rely upon their federal governments.  

The ensuing international outrage at the handling of this case led to the passage of the 
Criminal Law (Amendment) Act of 2013 in India. It provides for a wider definition of rape 
(“rape” can refer to the insertion of an object or any other body part into a woman’s vagina, 
urethra or anus, and oral sex), and for more stringent punishment, including the death penalty for 
repeat offenders and in cases that resulted in the victim’s death.12 This legislation is certainly the 
best action taken yet by the Indian government towards the protection of its female society 
members. However, the Act cannot significantly increase the safety of women in India on its 
own. “For this, the Government of India needs to make colossal investments in building 
necessary infrastructure to deal with the crimes supplemented by meaningful reforms in judiciary 
(building fast track women’s courts, more engagement of women lawyers, women doctors to 
examine victims) and modernisation of the police system across [the] whole of India.13 

For violence against women in India to be eliminated, the norms of its patriarchal society 
have to be overhauled. This is no easy task. In 2020 the Gender Inequality Index gave India a 
score of 0.668. Effectively, India ranked in the bottom 73% of all ranked countries. Developed 
by the United Nations Development Programme, the Gender Inequality Index assigns a 
composite measurement to all ranked countries which combines measurements of reproductive 
health, empowerment, and labor market participation in order to quantify the loss of achievement 
within a country due to gender inequality. Clearly, a woman’s gender in India is still a liability. 
In order to significantly decrease the instances of violence against women in India, the younger 
generations need to be educated against the patriarchal, oppressive norms of their society. Only 
when attitudes towards women change can we expect any kind of legislation, no matter how well 
meaning, to truly be effective. 
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