Domestic Violence
Violence against women is a serious problem in India. Overall, one-third of women
age 15-49 have experienced physical violence and about 1 in 10 have experienced
sexual violence. In total, 35 percent have experienced physical or sexual violence.
This figure translates into millions of women who have suffered, and continue to
suffer, at the hands of husbands and other family members. NFHS-3 collected
information from married and unmarried women age 15-49 about their experience of
physical and sexual violence. Married women were also asked about their
experience of emotional violence. NFHS-3 findings underscore the extent and
severity of violence against women in India, especially married women.
Violence by Husbands against Wives Is Widespread
• Married women are more likely to experience physical or sexual violence by
husbands than by anyone else.
o Nearly two in five (37 percent) married women have experienced some
form of physical or sexual violence by their husband1.
o One in four married women have experienced physical or sexual
violence by their husband in the 12 months preceding the survey.
Forms of Spousal Violence
Experienced by Ever-married Women
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Acts of physical violence by the husband against his wife include: pushing, shaking, throwing something at
her, slapping, arm twisting, hair pulling, punching, kicking, dragging, beating, trying to choke or burn her on
purpose, and threatening her or attacking her with a weapon. Acts of sexual violence by the husband include
physically forcing the wife against her will to have sex or perform other sexual acts that she did not want to
perform.
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•

Slapping is the most common act of physical violence by husbands. Thirtyfour percent of married women say their husband has slapped them; 15
percent say their husband has pulled their hair or twisted their arms; and 14
percent have been pushed, shaken, or had something thrown at them (see
figure).

•

One in 10 married women have experienced sexual violence at the hands of
their husband, i.e., they have been physically forced against their will by their
husband to have sex or perform other sexual acts they did not want to
perform.

•

Often, this physical and sexual violence causes injuries. Almost two in five
women who have experienced physical or sexual violence report having
injuries, including 36 percent who had cuts, bruises or aches; 9 percent who
had eye injuries, sprains, dislocations, or burns; and 7 percent who had deep
wounds, broken bones, broken teeth, or other serious injuries.

•

The prevalence of spousal physical or sexual violence is much higher among
women in the poorest households (49 percent) than among women in the
wealthier households (18 percent).

•

Nearly half (46 percent) of married women with no education have
experienced spousal violence; similarly, nearly half of women whose
husbands have no education (47 percent) have experienced spousal violence.

•

Twelve percent of married women with 12 or more years of education have
experienced spousal violence, compared with 21 percent of married women
whose husbands have 12 or more years of education. This suggests that
women’s own education reduces their likelihood of experiencing spousal
violence more than their husband’s education.

•

Spousal violence is lower among couples in which husbands and wives have
both been to school and are equally educated (23 percent) than among
couples where the husband has more education than the wife (36 percent).

•

The cycle of domestic violence is repeated across generations. Women
whose mothers were beaten by their fathers are twice as likely to experience
violence as women whose mothers were not beaten by their fathers: 60
percent, compared with 30 percent.

•

Women married to men who get drunk frequently are more than twice as likely
to experience violence as women whose husbands do not drink alcohol at all.
However, even though alcohol is important, it is not the only factor accounting
for the high prevalence of violence against women, as 30 percent of even
women whose husbands do not drink have experienced spousal violence.
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Spousal Violence by State
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•

Spousal violence varies greatly by state. The prevalence of physical or sexual
violence ranges from 6 percent in Himachal Pradesh and 13 percent in
Jammu and Kashmir and Meghalaya to 46 percent in Madhya Pradesh and
Rajasthan and 59 percent in Bihar. Other states with 40 percent or higher
prevalence of spousal physical or sexual violence include Tripura, Manipur,
Uttar Pradesh, Tamil Nadu, West Bengal, and Assam (see figure).

•

One in six (16 percent) married women have experienced emotional violence
by their husband2.

•

Only one percent of married women have ever initiated violence against their
husband.
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Acts of emotional violence by the husband against the wife include: saying or doing something to humiliate
her in front of others, threatening to hurt or harm her or someone close to her, or insulting her or making her feel
bad about herself.
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Never Married Women Also Experience Physical and Sexual Violence
• Sixteen percent of never married women have experienced physical violence
since they were 15 years of age, generally by a parent, a sibling, or a teacher.
•

One percent of never married women report having ever been sexually
abused by anyone. Among never married women who have experienced
sexual violence, 27 percent say that the perpetrator of the violence was a
relative.

Most Women Do Not Seek Help When They Are Abused
• Only one in four abused women have ever sought help to try to end the
violence they have experienced. Two out of three women have not only never
sought help, but have also never told anyone about the violence.
•

Abused women most often seek help from their families.

•

Few abused women seek help from any institutional source such as police,
medical institutions, or social service organizations. Only 2 percent of abused
women have ever sought help from the police.

Majority of Women and Men Say That a Husband Is Justified in Beating His
Wife
• More than half of women (54 percent) and men (51 percent) agree that it is
justifiable for a husband to beat his wife under some circumstances.
o Women and men most often agree that wife beating is justified when
the wife disrespects her in-laws.
o Neglect of the house or children is the second most commonly agreed
to justification for wife beating for both women and men.
For more information about domestic violence, please see Chapter 15 in the
NFHS-3 final report.
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