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In India, Domestic Violence Rises

with Education

By Swapna Majumdar

Debate about the cultural underpin-
nings of domestic vielence in India is
being stirved by a study that found a
woman s risk of being beaten, kicked or
hit rises with her level of education.

NEW DELHI, India (WOMENSE-
MNEWS)—In New Delhi, India, a bril-
liant doctor tries to commit suicide after
her hushand slaps her for contradicting
him in front of his friends.

In Manila, Philippines, a former
beauty queen tells police she was
coerced into “enterfaining other men”
after being locked in a room without
food for davs by her husband.

In Santiago, Chile, neighbors
respond to distress calls from a woman
battered bv her husband for refusing to
let him watch a particular TV program in
front of the children.

In Cairo, Egvpt, the wife of a highly
placed bureaucrat finallv speaks up after
enduring vears of phyvsical and mental
abuse for being unable to bear a child.

The incidents were documented in a
series of studies carried out bwv the
Washington-based International Center
for Research on Women in collaboration
with independent Indian researchers.
The cross-cultural studv looked at the
problem of domestic abuse in India,
Egvpt, Chile and the Philippines and
found that vielence against women was
prevalent across regions, communities
and classes.

New Round of Debate

While the findings are not new, the
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studv has incu-
bated a new
round of
debate about
the cultural
underpinnings
to  domestic
violence, espe-
ciallv in India,
where the
studv found a
woman’s  risk
of being beaten, kicked or hit rose along
with her level of education.
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Preet Rustagi

In the aftermath of the report, advo-
cates are anxious that the data not be
used to retard the push for women'’s edu-
cation. That effort was given new
urgency this week with the release of a
report by the United Nations
Educational, Scientific and Cultural
Organization, finding that girls in many
countries continue to face “sharp dis-
crimination in access to schooling.” The
report also finds that girls in India had
just a little better than three-quarters the
chance of bovs to receive a primary-
school education.

“Interpretation of this data needs to
be done verv sensitively,” warned Preet
Rustagi, a junior fellow at the New
Delhi-based Center for Women's
Development Studies. “Education is an
empowering tool for women and should
not be seen as impacting negatively. In
fact, this correlation points to the imper-
ative need for an attitudinal change
among men and society in general”™
Rustagi has analvzed crime records



relating to violence against women and
also found a correlation between educa-
tion and domestic vielence.

Risk Rises with Education

According to the 2002 studyv, 45 per-
cent of Indian women are slapped,
kicked or beaten by their hushands. India
also had the highest rate of violence dur-
ing pregnancy. Of the women reporting
vielence, 50 percent were Kicked, beaten
or hit when pregnant. About 74.8 percent
of the women who reported violence
have attempted to commit suicide.

Kumud Sharma of the Centre for
Womens Development Studies in New
Delhi traced the correlation between
education and domestic violence to
patriarchal attitudes. “Educated women
are aware of their rights,” she said.
“They are no longer willing to follow
commands blindlv. When thev ask ques-
tions, it causes conflicts, which, in turn,
leads to violence. In manv Indian states,
working women are asked to hand over
their pavcheck to the husband and have
no control over their finances. So, if they
stop doing so or start asserfing their
right, there is bound to be friction.”

Domestic vielence experts say the
problem in India stems from a cultural
bias against women who challenge their
husband’s right to control their behavior.
Women who do this—even bv asking for
household monev or stepping out of the
house without their permission—are
seen as punishable. This process leads
men to believe their notion of masculin-
itv and manhood is reflected to the
degree to which they control their wives.

“The behavior of men stems from
their understanding of masculinitv,” said
MNandita Bhatla, researcher with the
International Center for Research on
Women., “and what their role should be
vis-a-vis women, especially their wives.”

Problem of
Perception

Men have
always been
taught to per-
ceive  them-
selves as the
superior sex,
said Jvotsna
Chatterjee,
director of the
Joint Women® Program., a women’s
resource organization based in New
Delhi. It is this conditioning, she said,
that makes them believe thev have to
control their wives, especially if they are
considered disobedient.

Jvatsna Chatterjee

Although men’s preoccupation with
controlling their wives declines with
age—as does the incidence of sexual
violence—researchers found that the
highest rates of sexual violence were
among highlv educated men. Thirtv-two
percent of men with zero vears of educa-
tion and 42 percent men with one-to-five
vears of education reported sexual vio-
lence. Among men with 6-to-10 vears of
education—as well as those with high-
school education and higher—this figure
increased to 57 percent.

A similar pattern was seen when the
problem was analvzed according to
income and sociceconomic standing.
Those at the lowest rungs of the socio-
economic ladder—migrant labor, cob-
blers, carpenters, and barbers—showed a
sexual violence rate of 35 percent. The
rate almost doubled to 61 percent among
the highest income groups.

Researchers have not determined
whv men with higher incomes and edu-
cations are more likelv to be violent
towards women.

Charming Colleague 1s Revealed to Be
a Wife Beater
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Indian theater personalitv and femi-
nist Tripurari Sharma was shocked to
learn that a well-educated and respected
actor in her theater group was abusing
his wife, also an established actress.

lence

“He was the most helpful, cordial
and endearing man,” she said. “His wife
would attend rehearsals with bruises at
times that she would cover up. Later, I
found out she was being beaten. If the
actress herself had not told me, I would
have never believed it. So, I think it is a
mvth to think that the high education and
economic status will lessen the risk of
violence against women.”

IC VIO
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Equally disturbing is the finding that
two of every five women in an abusive
relationship in India remain silent about
their suffering because of shame and
family honer. The studies have also
shown, nearly one-third of the Indian
women experiencing abuse had thought
about running away, but most said thev
feared leaving their voung children and
had no place to go. Activists felt that for
intervention strategies to succeed, afti-
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fudes about violence would have to
change and the level of awareness,
among both men and women, about the
negative impact of vielence had to be
raised.
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