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(ABSTRACT)

The purpose of my study is to contribute to our understanding of the complex ways in
which race/ethnicity, class, gender and legal status intersect to shape the experiences of
wife abuse among women.

In this study, 1 analyze the experiences of one group of abused women -- Indian women
in the U.S. I examine how Indian women's experience of abuse, and their reaction to it is
shaped by the patriarchal gender relations within the family, as well as by their class
status, their legal status, and their status as a minority racial/ethnic group in the U.S. 1
also examine Indian women's strategies of accommodation, negotiation and resistance to
abuse.
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Chapter 1
Introduction

The social construction of gender relations and the institution of the family vary across
socio-cultural contexts and time. Yet wife abuse is a near-universal phenomenon occurring in
71% to 92% of societies (Levinson 1983, Torres 1991) and cutting across ethnic and class
boundaries (Carbonell, et. al. 1984; Seitz 1995, forthcoming; Torres 1991). Wife abuse and
other forms of violence against women occur within the context of patriarchal gender relations
(Breines and Gordon 1983; Kurz 1989; Yllo and Bograd 1988). However, patriarchal
relations do not operate in a vacuum; multiple social systems such as race/ethnicity, class and
legal status influence both gender relations and women’s experiences of these, including wife
abuse. That is, systems of privilege and oppression do not operate independently; rather, they
are interconnected in myriad ways that have differential impacts on women located in different
positions within these interlocking systems. Therefore, a comprehensive understanding of the
ways in which race/ethnicity, class, and legal status interact to influence the experiences of
women necessitates the inclusion of the experiences of women occupying different positions
within racial/ethnic and class hierarchies. In this study, I explore how race/ethnicity, legal
status and class interact to influence the experiences of wife abuse among Indian women in the
U.S. Similar studies of the experiences of wife abuse among different groups of women will
help illuminate the complex ways in which the multiple systems of domination affect

experiences of wife abuse and will render a better understanding of this particular aspect of



violence against women in all its dimensions (Gelles and Comell 1983, Levinson 1983, Torres
1991).

Literature Review

Johnston (1984) characterizes most of the research on wife abuse as belonging to one
of three schools that attempt to explain the existence of wife abuse; psychodynamic,
psychosocial, and feminist formulations. The first approach, which is also referred to as the
social-psychological approach, attributes wife abuse to pathological characteristics of
individuals -- both wife abusers and battered wives -- which arise from learned behavior, or to
the ‘pathological’ nature of the relationship itself, in which abuse results in rewards for each
partner. Thus, batterers are described as "passive-aggressive", "obsessive-compulsive" or
"sadistic" men who abuse their wives due to a jealous nature, alcoholism, drug addiction,
frustration, and/or provocation (Faulk in Roy 1977, Shainess in Roy 1977). Battered wives
may 'provoke' violence because they are ‘verbally aggressive’, flirtatious/promiscuous or
alcoholic. Thus abuse is regarded as arising out of individual pathology, and should be treated
at the individual level, primarily through counseling. However, given the high rates of
occurrence of wife abuse, locating its causes in abnormal behavior -- the ‘pathology’ of the
husband or the wife -- would imply that there is a great deal of abnormality in society.
Moreover, attributing wife abuse to a wife's personality traits amounts to blaming the victim,

while the abuser is excused on grounds of alcoholism or frustration and thus freed from all

responsibility for his actions.



The psychosocial formulation, also called the ‘family violence perspective’ (Kurz
1989), addresses violence as an inherent feature of family relations. Johnston further
subdivides this approach into three groups based on their explanation -- socio-cultural and
personal causes, the impact of the sexist tradition of society, and social learning theory. The
first group locates abuse in the socio-economic and personal problems that lead to stress --
unemployment, low income, family size, low economic status, isolation, frustration, lack of
control, stress arising from financial and medical problems, and the perception of violence as
the only means of problem-solving. The second view focuses on cultural norms that regard the
marriage license as simultaneously a license to hit. Sexism is regarded as a cause of wife abuse
for several reasons: the ‘defense of male authority’'; ‘compulsive masculinity’®; and the ‘male
orientation of the criminal justice system’ which provides women with little legal protection
against battering (Straus 1976; 1980). Thus, men’s power over women is seen as a cause of
violence. However, violence is regarded as a means by which the most powerful member of
the family maintains authority, and, as Kurz (1989, 494) points out, the researchers ‘assume
that power can as equally be held by a wife as by a husband’. The third view, the social

learning theory, attributes wife abuse to the husband’s experience of abuse (child abuse as well

as violent parental relationships) and argues that women who experience such abuse in their

! Urban, industrial, individualistic societies that ascribe superiority to men validate the authority by giving
them greater access to ‘resources’. However, not all men are superior to their wives. “Consequently,
many men feel almost compelled to fall back on the “ultimate resource’ of physical violence to maintain
their superior position.” (Straus 1980, 87).

% This concept is borrowed by Straus from Talcott Parsons. Due to the gendered division of labor, boys are
brought up by women, and have problems in attaining a masculine identity. They blame women for this
problem and adopt an attitude of aggression towards all women, and wives in particular (Straus 1980).



natal family regard wife abuse as a way of life; therefore they eventually “lose the ability, and
even the desire, to break free.” (Gayford in Martin 1978, 34).

The psychosocial perspective criticizes the psychodynamic view that violence is
pathological. However, though recognizing the existence of sexism, psychosociologists regard
violence as an inherent aspect of families in a violent society, as a last resort for family members
to advance their interests (Straus and Steinmetz 1974; Straus, Gelles and Steinmetz 1980).
They link wife abuse to the social norms and values that permit and expect violence in certain
situations and by certain people, leading to categories such as "normal violence" and
"secondary violence." (Gelles 1974). These researchers therefore regard wife abuse, child
abuse, incest, sibling violence and elder abuse within the same category of ‘family/domestic
violence’ without taking into consideration the differential power contexts within which these
different kinds of abuse occur (Straus, Gelles and Steinmetz 1980). Violence therefore comes
to be regarded as the problem rather than as a symptom of the problem -- the existence and
exercise of power in marital relations and the role of patriarchal social structures and ideology
in supporting and legitimizing these inequalities which make women the primary targets of
abuse (Breines and Gordon 1983).

The feminist perspective starts with the premise that in social systems based on
patriarchy, the experiences of men are universalized and used in the creation and validation of
knowledge (Yllo and Bograd 1988). Such knowledge is incomplete because it does not take
into consideration the experiences of women who, given their subordinate position, have

greater awareness of the social reality, that is, men’s experiences of privilege rest upon



women’s experiences of oppression. The incorporation of women's perspectives is therefore
essential to have a comprehensive view of reality: " ... women's specific location in patriarchal
societies is actually a resource in the construction of new knowledge." (Harding cited in
Andersen 1993, 347). This emphasis on women’s location in patriarchal societies involves a
consideration of the socio-historical, cultural, and political context of the subordination of
women.

From the feminist perspective, wife abuse is located in patriarchal social structures
rather than in individual pathology or in a subculture of violence among certain groups in
society (Dobash and Dobash 1979; Yllo and Bograd 1988). Wife abuse is seen as an extension
of social processes which work to control women: "The reality of domination at the social level
is the most crucial factor contributing to and maintaining wife abuse at the personal level."
(Yllo and Bograd 1988, 14). Thus the issue of power and control is central to understanding
the various forms of oppression that women encounter, including wife abuse (Breines and
Gordon 1983; Yllo and Bograd 1988). This emphasis on the ideological and structural bases
of women’s oppression helps the feminist perspective go beyond individualist solutions to
recommend a comprehensive, multi-faceted effort to end wife abuse.

The feminist perspective, which is based on the experiences of a subordinate group,
women, is the most comprehensive of all the perspectives, because it ‘starts with a validation of
women’s experience’ (Walker 1990, 83) and analyzes the ideological as well as the structural
bases underlying wife abuse. However, the experiences of women are not all the same, since

gender relations do not exist in a social vacuum (Jaggar 1988; Smith 1987). An individual's



experiences depends upon his/her position in systems of racial/ethnic relations, class relations,
legal status and potentially still other critical power relations and experiences. Thus, the
experiences of women in different locations within the multiple systems of power relations
must be included to understand the complex ways in which ideological and structural bases of
oppression interact to shape experiences.
Why Indian Women?

In this study I explore the experiences of abuse among Indian women in the U.S. from
a feminist perspective. I chose to study the experiences of Indian women for several reasons.
First, as I have noted, the experiences of women located at different positions within the
interlocking systems of racial/ethnic, nationality and class relations must be included if we are
to understand the numerous and complex ways in which these multiple systems influence social
reality. Due to differences from white, native-born American women in culture, race/ethnicity
and legal status, Indian women’s experiences of abuse are expected to be different, in many
ways, from those of other groups of women in the U.S., and therefore have to be included in
research on wife abuse. Second, an analysis of the unique experiences of wife abuse among
Indian women is important to understand their special problems and to arrive at solutions, both
immediate and long-term. Third, wife abuse in the Indian community has become increasingly
visible with more and more women are seeking help, as the records of a support group for
South Asian women indicate (Figure 1). The number of clients at support groups for South
Asian women is expected to increase because the number of Indian immigrants to the U.S. is

rising. In 1991, there were about 750,000 Indians in the U.S.; this number is estimated to
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increase to one million by 2000, and two million by 2050 (Segal 1991). This will have an
impact upon the services provided by support groups and shelters as well as welfare agencies,
an important factor in the light of the ongoing debates about welfare. Fourth, being an Indian
woman myself, I was drawn to this group of women, and the women found it easier to
converse with me due to similarities in ethnic background. This study is therefore written not
only from a feminist perspective, but also from the perspective of an Indian Hindu woman.

The goal of my study, then, is to examine the ideological and structural bases of Indian
women’s experiences of abuse. In so doing, I explore the complex ways in which Indian
women’s ethnicity interacts with their class and legal status to influence their experiences of
abuse and the options available to them. Ultimately, then, my study will also be a further step
toward understanding the myriad ways in which multiple power relations shape experiences of

wife abuse, as well as revealing points of intervention.



Chapter 11
Theoretical Foundations

In this chapter, I present the theoretical foundations of my study. I first state the major
premises of standpoint theory and socialist feminism and how these are relevant to my study of
wife abuse. Next, I present some key concepts in relation to the issues my study addresses --
class, patriarchy, the public and the private, racial/ethnic relations, resistance and legal status. I

conclude with a list of the objectives of my study.

A. Theoretical Perspectives

While wife abuse is common to most societies (Figure 2), its forms and manifestations
and the options available to abused women are not the same. Even within the same society,
differences based on racial/ethnic and class relations, and legal status result in divergent
experiences of wife abuse. To understand the role of these social relations, we must begin by
acknowledging that gender is socially constructed. In explaining this phenomenon, feminist
scholarship has distinguished between sex and gender.

"Sex refers to the biological identity of the person and is meant to signify the

fact that one is either male or female... gender refers to socially learned

behaviors and expectations that are associated with the two sexes." (Andersen

1993, 31).

Since gender is socially constructed, it is dynamic. Divergent gender expectations can lead to

varied interpretations of experiences and situations. For instance, in a study of Anglo-



In Bangladesh, murder of wives by husbands accounts for 50% of all murders.

In the U.S.A. in 1984, nearly a third of female homicide victims died at the hands of a husband
or a partner.

In Papua New Guinea, 67% of rural women and 56% of urban women have been victims of
wife abuse.

61% of Mexican housewives are physically abused by their husbands or partners.

In a random sample of Norwegian gynecological patients, 23% of women who had ever lived
in a relationship had been physically and/or sexually abused by their partner.

In one study of an Indian village, more than 75% of men from scheduled classes admitted to
beating their wives.

In Shanghai, domestic violence is the cause of about 6% of serious injuries and death.

In a country-wide survey on violence in Colombia, one out of five women were beaten by their
partners, one out of ten raped, and one out of three had been mentally abused.

One out of every three women who come to hospital emergency rooms in Peru are victims of
domestic violence.

India had 999 registered cases of dowry deaths in 1985, 1,319 in 1986 and 1,786 in 1987.

A survey in Santiago, Chile reported that 80% of women have suffered physical, emotional or
sexual abuse by a male partner or relative; 63% report that they are currently being abused.

42% of 733 women in Kenya said they were beaten regularly by their husbands.

Source: Freedom From Violence: Women's Strategies from Around the World by Margaret Schuler
(ed.) 1992. UNIFEM. 339-343.

Figure 2 Fact Sheet on Domestic Violence
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American and Mexican-American battered women, the latter identified fewer types of behavior
as abuse, even though both groups of women experienced abusive acts similar in frequency and
severity (Torres 1991). Culturally-specific patriarchal traditions and ideologies influence
women’s understanding of and reaction to abuse. A feminist analysis of such understandings,
as they are articulated by women, illuminates the complex ways in which the multiple systems
of social relations interact to oppress some groups and privilege others. For example, in a
study of police officers, Martin’s (1994, 383) in-depth interviews with 106 black and white,
men and women revealed that black women officers faced ‘a double whammy’ on the grounds
of race and gender: “The interaction of racism and sexism results in each form of oppression
modifying the nature and impact of the other.”

Gender is not merely a result of socialization but is also structured in social institutions
(Andersen 1993) that maintain and reproduce unequal gender relations such that in similar
situations, men and women of varied race/ethnicity, class and legal status have very different
experiences. For instance, research indicates that women in male-dominated occupations face
numerous barriers, such as the ‘glass ceiling’ effect which refers to the obstacles women
encounter when they attempt to move up organizational hierarchies. Meanwhile, men in
traditionally female occupations enjoy structural advantages, which Williams (1992, 263) has
termed ‘the glass escalator effect’:

“The men and women interviewed [in her research] for the most part believed that men

are given fair - if not preferential -- treatment in hiring and promotion decisions [in

traditionally female occupations], are accepted by supervisors and colleagues, and are

well-integrated into the work place subculture. Indeed, subtle mechanisms seem to
enhance men’s position in these professions -- a phenomenon I refer to as the ‘glass

I »

escalator effect’.
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In both instances, the experiences of men and women are different because of the gendered
nature of social institutions. The social constructions of gender vary by these other crucial
social locations and structures. This in turn leads to different interpretations and experiences of
abuse, and it is important to acknowledge and incorporate these differences. “[I]t is not
sufficient to seize upon a few superficial likenesses which reassure us [mainstream women] and
confirm our own view of the problems we have, and assume that their own problems are
precisely the same as ours.” (Armstrong, cited in Cervantes and Cervantes, 1993). Such
assumptions create ‘gaps’ in our understanding of abuse -- for instance, for obvious reasons,
research on wife abuse among Americans citizens has not focused upon the issue of legal
status. Unless the perspectives of immigrant women are considered, they will ‘fall through the
cracks’ in the general body of research on wife abuse, and an understanding of the complex
ways in which race/ethnicity, class and gender interact with legal issues in shaping the
experiences of all women would be compromised. In the same vein, it would be incorrect to
group all immigrant women together apriori. Immigrant groups in the U.S. have different
experiences, based on the group’s race/ethnicity, the history of its immigration to the U.S,, its
cultural traditions and the historical experience of its home country’' It is therefore important
to include the experiences of women located in different positions within the social system in

the U.S.; in this study I examine wife abuse among Indians in the United States.

! Immigrants from colonized countries often have a better knowledge of English than immigrants from
other nations, and this influences their experiences in the U.S. Of course, class status plays an important
role in this respect.

12



Standpoint Theo
The starting point of research that studies wife abuse "in its own right" is the perspective of
wives themselves.
“Typically, researchers have employed social, legal, conceptual and methodological
perspectives in deciding what constitutes wife abuse... Feminist research, however,
seeks to examine women’s experiences from their own perspectives. Thus, for
research [on violence against women] to be feminist, it must have as its paramount
purpose the exploration of women’s own labels, thoughts, and beliefs about the
experience of violence.” (McHugh 1993, 58).
This study uses feminist standpoint theory” - which emphasizes the inclusion of observed
experiences of people located at different points within the social system -- to explore the
viewpoints of different groups of Indian women in the U.S. on the issue of wife abuse, thereby
broadening our understanding of the ways in which race/ethnicity and class intersect with
gender relations to reproduce wife abuse. The emphasis on the existence of different
perspectives based on one's location has been a theoretical premise in past studies as well. For
example, in their study of the class system among whites in the southern part of the U.S,
Davis, Gardner and Gardner (1941, 61) discovered that "... the social perspective [on the local
social class hierarchy] varied with the social position of the individual."
Standpoint theory states that an individual’s location within the hierarchical social

system shapes his/her perception of social relations. Not all viewpoints are equally

comprehensive, since, within any hierarchical relation, the structures of oppression are often

? While many theorists refer to standpoint epistemology, Grant (1993, 100) advocates the label ‘standpoint
theory’ rather than ‘standpoint epistemology’ for several reasons; first, if feminism seeks to present a view
of knowledge distinct from the Enlightenment view, it should avoid starting with epistemology, which,
according to Grant, is a ‘rationalist discourse’. Second, epistemology cannot be grounded in experience
because experience is ‘contaminated’ with ideology. Third, “a purely experiential epistemology does not
tell us which aspects of the lives of women count as epistemologically important.”

13



invisible to the privileged, but form an important part of the experiences of the oppressed:
"... systems of privilege are least visible to those who benefit the most from them and who, at
the same time, control the resources that define dominant belief systems." (Andersen 1993,
347) For instance, the dominant group, for whom the existing social organization is beneficial,
has an interpretation of reality that does not conflict with that system of organization. Though
their existence depends upon the labor of the oppressed, this labor is for the most part invisible,
as it is embedded within the taken-for-granted social organization. Therefore, they are either
unaware of the suffering of the subordinate group/s, or if aware, regard it as justified or
inevitable. Those with less power, who suffer from oppression daily, are more aware of the
perspectives of both the oppressors and the oppressed as they experience both. Their survival
mandates that they learn and understand the culture, ideology and institutions of the dominant
group(s). Therefore, their perspective of social reality is more comprehensive (Jaggar 1988).

The same is true for race relations and gender relations (Andersen 1993). In
patriarchal social relations, the experiences of men are universalized and used in the creation
and validation of knowledge (Yllo and Bograd 1988). Such knowledge is incomplete because
it does not include the experiences of women. Women's perspectives must therefore be
incorporated to better comprehend reality. " ... women's specific location in patriarchal
societies is actually a resource in the construction of new knowledge." (Harding cited in
Andersen 1993, 347).

However, women’s perspectives are not all the same (Jaggar 1988; Smith 1987). An

individual's perspective depends upon his/her position in the interlocking systems of
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racial/ethnic and class relations, and legal status, among others. In this study, I examine the
standpoints of Indian women on the issue of wife abuse and illustrate some of the ways in
which the interlocking systems of racial/ethnic relations, class relations and legal status
influence the experience of, and resistance to abuse on the part of Indian women in the U.S.

Socialist Feminist Theory

Socialist feminism emerged, in part, as a response to the gender-blindness of Marxism.
Starting with women’s standpoint, it seeks to place gender at the center of Marxist analysis to
reveal the interconnections between capitalism and patriarchy (Jaggar 1988). For the purposes
of this study, I use the socialist feminist concept of class as a gendered and racialized process to
examine the experiences of wife abuse among Indian immigrant women.

The concept of class in sociology has typically taken one of two major approaches --
The Weberian and the Marxist. The Weberian concept measures class in terms of the
individual’s income, wealth and occupation. The Marxist perspective views class as relations
between conflicting groups with mutually exclusive interests, who are identified according to
their relationship to the means of production. Feminists have critiqued both these models for
being gender-blind, that is, for their assumption that men’s experiences, from which the
concepts are derived, are the ‘norm’, and for their resulting inadequacy when applied to
women’s experiences. The Weberian definition of class does not take into account women’s
unpaid labor or the change in their income and standard of living after divorce, or how either of
these are related to men. Marxist feminism attempts to include housework by highlighting the

importance of its reproductive tasks (the reproduction of the labor force, and of class relations)
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to capitalism. However, the question of why it is women who are predominantly involved in
unpaid labor remains unanswered (Acker 1988; Andersen 1993; Hartmann, in Jaggar and
Rothenberg 1993). Psychoanalytic and radical feminist attempts to answer this question have
been characterized as universalistic -- psychoanalytic feminism attributes the predominance of
women in unpaid labor to the “ways in which men’s and women’s gender identities and
behavioral repertoires are constructed deep in the unconscious”; radical feminism attributes it
to patriarchy, but regards patriarchy as a decontextualized phenomenon (Tong 1989, 174)

In response to the perceived inadequacies of Marxist, radical and psychoanalytic
feminisms, socialist feminism focuses on both patriarchy and capitalism. Two general strands
of socialist feminism have emerged to describe the relationship between these two oppressive

systems. The dual systems theory regards patriarchy and capitalism as two autonomous forms

of exploitation that intersect to oppress women in particular ways. Still, this approach views
class as gender-neutral (Acker 1988; Tong 1989). Men’s experiences are taken as the norm
while women’s experiences are analyzed on the basis of gender. Acker (1988, 475) has noted
that theories that regard capitalism and patriarchy as autonomous forms of oppression
“ultimately leave the conventional analysis of class unaltered by locating the roots of women’s
oppression outside of class structure.”

Unified systems theory regards capitalism and patriarchy as inextricably linked: “Class

and gender structures are so intertwined that neither one actually precedes the other.” (Tong

1989, 185). Gender is seen as integral to all analyses rather than viewed as a system that

16



intersects with other social systems at certain points Acker (1988). This approach eliminates
the dichotomy between the concept of ‘gendered’ and ‘gender-neutral’ systems.
“By asserting that gender is part of the institutional and organizational infrastructure of
capitalist society, this claim challenges those who ascribe gender-neutrality to economic
processes and organization, arguing instead that gender-neutrality is a guise for
privileging male experience. To adopt a gendered view of the world is thus to
acknowledge that there is no vantage point outside gender relations from which the
world can be understood.” (Wharton 1991, 382).
This view therefore does not see class as ‘gender-neutral’ but rather, as gendered and
racialized. Thus, race/ethnicity, class and gender form multiple forms of oppression that shape
women’s experiences according to women’s location in these systems. In the present study, I
have adopted the understanding of class as a process that is gendered and racialized, in
examining the experiences of abused Indian women in the U.S.

At this point, I would like to define some of the key concepts used in this study, and

how they relate to my research.

B. Key Concepts

Class

As mentioned above, in this study I regard class as a gendered and racialized process
that shapes women’s experiences in the family as well the ‘market’. Some research on abused
women in the U.S. establishes a correlation between work status, income levels and wife abuse.
For instance, Schwartz (1990) indicates that women who are employed outside the home are
less likely to be abused, especially if their husbands are also employed. However, most such

studies emphasize on violence as the problem, rather than a symptom of the problem: the

17



unequal distribution of power within the patriarchal marital relationship. This misplaced
emphasis renders invisible the various manifestations of abuse, and the occurrence of these
forms of abuse across income levels.

Moreover, women’s access to economic resources depends to a large extent upon the
amount of control exercised over them by the husband, rather than solely by whether they are
gainfully employed or not. Thus, while women’s class status is ostensibly determined by that
of their fathers/husbands, women’s experience of class, in terms of access to educational and
economic resources, as well as other ‘lifestyle’ factors, often differs from that of the male
members of the family. Further, it is not only within the context of the family, but also of the
‘market’ that gender, race/ethnicity, class (McGuire and Reskin 1993; Reskin 1993) and legal
status intersect to shape all women’s experiences. In the section on class, therefore, I examine
the numerous ways in which Indian women’s gender, race/ethnicity, class and legal status
intersect to shape their experiences of abuse and the options available to them.

Patriarchal Ideology

Before engaging in the study of standpoints on abuse, it would be helpful to examine
patriarchy within Indian society because it shapes norms about gender roles and relations, and
thereby has an influence on the interpretations of wife abuse. Patriarchy can be defined as the
unequal relations of power between men and women in which men dominate women, and that
are institutionalized by society and transmitted to succeeding generations through socialization

(Andersen 1993).
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In conceptualizing patriarchy, this study follows the socialist feminist conception of
patriarchy as both an ideology and a structure. While structure refers to patterns of norms and
behavior constituting social institutions, ideology is the belief system used to justify and thereby
maintain the existing unequal relationship®. This ideology is propounded by social institutions
and digressions are met with sanctions. Within the social institution of the patriarchal family,
the patriarchal ideology shaping existing gender relations is apparent. Thus,

"[The] willingness to use force is coupled with a set of beliefs and

standards regarding the appropriate hierarchical relationship between

men and women in the family and the nightful authority of husbands

over wives." (Dobash and Dobash 1979, 23).

The historic shift from the extended to the nuclear family, the division between public and
domestic spheres and the allocation of specialized gender roles, and the notion of the wife as
the legal and moral property of her husband all relate to the occurrence of wife abuse (Yllo and
Bograd, 1988).

Patriarchal gender relations exist in Indian joint/extended families®. With the
exception of some matrilineal communities in the north-eastern and south-western

regions of India, most Indian families - nuclear and extended - have a male head who

commands respect and makes all important decisions in the family (Desai and

3 However, while structure and ideology are reinforcing, they can also be contradictory. Thus, if an
abused woman feels that the abusive marital relationship has an adverse impact on her children, she faces
a contradiction in her role as a ‘good wife’ and a ‘good mother’.

* An Indian joint family may be defined as “... a group of people who generally live under one roof, who
eat food cooked in one kitchen, who hold property in common, participate in common family worship, and
are related to one another as some particular type of kindred.” (Karve cited in Desai and Krishnaraj 1987,
186).
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