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Centre for Women and Law’s book, The Gendered Contagion, is a 
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book delves into an intersectional enquiry to understand the impact 
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inequalities present in the society get further exacerbated during the 

pandemic. It meticulously analyses the shortcomings of the current legal 
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I. IntroductIon

The latest numbers from United Nations (‘UN’) indicate that globally, even before the 
COVID-19 pandemic, almost one in three women, i.e. an estimated 736 million women, 
‘have been subjected to intimate partner violence, non-partner sexual violence, or both 
at least once in their life’.1 Emerging data reveals that violence against women and girls, 
especially domestic violence has intensified due to the COVID-19 outbreak.2 The UN 
termed this exponential rise in domestic violence a ‘shadow pandemic.’3 In India, the 

* Aradhana is a doctoral candidate at the Faculty of Law, University of Oxford.
1 UN Women, ‘The Shadow Pandemic: Violence against Women during COVID-19’ <https://

www.unwomen.org/en/news/in-focus/in-focus-gender-equality-in-covid-19-response/violence-
against-women-during-covid-19> accessed 12 June 2021.

2 UN Women ‘COVID-19 and Ending Violence Against Women and Girls’ (2020) <https://www.
unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/library/publications/2020/issue-brief-
covid-19-and-ending-violence-against-women-and-girls-en.pdf?la=en&vs=5006> accessed 12 
June 2021. 

3 UN Women ‘The COVID-19 shadow pandemic: Domestic violence in the world of work: A 
call to action for the private sector’ (2021) <https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/
publications/2020/06/brief-domestic-violence-in-the-world-of-work> accessed 12 June 2021. 

https://www.unwomen.org/en/news/in-focus/in-focus-gender-equality-in-covid-19-response/violence-against-women-during-covid-19%20
https://www.unwomen.org/en/news/in-focus/in-focus-gender-equality-in-covid-19-response/violence-against-women-during-covid-19%20
https://www.unwomen.org/en/news/in-focus/in-focus-gender-equality-in-covid-19-response/violence-against-women-during-covid-19%20
https://www.unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/library/publications/2020/issue-brief-covid-19-and-ending-violence-against-women-and-girls-en.pdf?la=en&vs=5006
https://www.unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/library/publications/2020/issue-brief-covid-19-and-ending-violence-against-women-and-girls-en.pdf?la=en&vs=5006
https://www.unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/library/publications/2020/issue-brief-covid-19-and-ending-violence-against-women-and-girls-en.pdf?la=en&vs=5006
https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2020/06/brief-domestic-violence-in-the-world-of-work
https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2020/06/brief-domestic-violence-in-the-world-of-work
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Prime Minister declared the first nation-wide lockdown on 24 March 2020, and within 
a fortnight of this declaration, the National Commission for Women suggested an almost 
100% increase in domestic violence incidents.4 Between 1 March 2020 and 18 September 
2020, the National Commission for Women received 4350 domestic violence complaints 
through emails, phone, and the dedicated WhatsApp helpline.5 But this could just be the tip 
of an iceberg: there may be a massive under-reporting of cases because of lack of access 
to resources and/or safe spaces. In this context, the Centre for Women and Law’s book 
– The Gendered Contagion, which offers perspectives on domestic violence during the 
COVID-19, is an important and timely contribution. 

II. Methodology and Structure

This compilation is the product of a finely balanced mixture of articles, interview 
transcripts, and field notes. The articles delve into a theoretical enquiry to understand how 
domestic abuse is exacerbated in situations like a pandemic. Through an intersectional 
lens, they seek to examine the structural barriers that constrain the choices open to victims 
of domestic violence and how these barriers get further intensified during a pandemic. 
The compilation contains interviews with activists working at grassroot levels. These 
interviews are enriching and highlight the practical barriers being faced by victims of 
domestic violence. The field notes draw attention to the situation in neighbouring countries 
and pave the way for a comparative and dialogical enquiry.

The contributions are grouped under four key headings: The Shadow Pandemic, The 
Dysfunctional State Protection, Queer Vulnerabilities, and Notes from the Neighbourhood. 
I found this structuring a bit disorderly at certain places. While the aim of the first section 
‘The Shadow Pandemic’ is to chronicle the disparate impact of the lockdown and to explain 
how these experiences are mediated by intersectional markers, such as religion, caste, 
ability etc., it is not clear why the disparate impact on queer people was not included 
within this section. If the aim of the first section was to focus only on ‘women,’ then, 
it is unclear as to why it includes a chapter on the impact of the pandemic on children. 
Stuti Srivastava and Khushali Mahajan’s student essay which proposes a new framework, 
i.e., to treat domestic violence as a health-related issue, sits oddly with the rest of the 
chapters in this section. As this essay deals with how the state could have addressed this 
issue in a different manner, it may have read better as the concluding chapter under the 
second section (‘The Dysfunctional State Protection’). The second section is titled aptly 
and highlights the various ways in which the state has failed to provide any protection to 
victims of domestic violence. The third section titled ‘Queer Vulnerabilities’ is divided into 
articles discussing the impact of the pandemic on gender and sexual minorities and articles 
examining the shortcomings of the legal framework. I think the former set of articles would 

4 Shermin Joy, ‘4,300 cases of domestic violence reported with NCW since March’ Deccan 
Herald (New Delhi, 27 September 2020) <https://www.deccanherald.com/national/4300-cases-
of-domestic-violence-reported-with-ncw-since-march-893807.html> accessed 12 June 2021. 

5 ibid.

https://www.deccanherald.com/national/4300-cases-of-domestic-violence-reported-with-ncw-since-march-893807.html
https://www.deccanherald.com/national/4300-cases-of-domestic-violence-reported-with-ncw-since-march-893807.html
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have read better under the first section and the latter set of articles under the second section. 
The fourth section, ‘Notes from our Neighborhood’ is structured and titled appropriately. 
Another weakness is the lack of a concluding chapter. A concluding chapter could have 
connected the various themes that emerged from the different sections.

III. underStandIng and analySIng the ProMInent theMeS

a. Questioning the notion of ‘home as a safe space’

‘Stay home, stay safe’ has been the global mantra advocated by governments grappling 
with the myriad challenges posed by the pandemic. One of the central themes of this 
compilation has been to question the idea of ‘home’ as a safe space for all. 

Across the compilation, the authors6 argue that the lockdown resulted in the reinforcement 
of gender stereotypical roles and had a disparate and unequal impact on women, who have 
had to bear the burden of additional household and caregiving responsibilities. The severe 
curtailment of physical mobility during the lockdown massively reduced the opportunities 
available for women to step away from violent spaces and left them with little or no recourse 
to seek support from friends, family, public spaces, legal institutions, and the police.7 

In the section on ‘Queer Vulnerabilities’, the authors stress that many LGBT+ 
persons continue to conceal their sexual or gender identities from their families. Financial 
vulnerability and financial dependence on their families may have resulted in their 
confinement in abusive households. Being homebound may have put such persons in 
perpetual surveillance, making it difficult for them to report any kind of violence to the 
authorities as they may not have been allowed to leave the house or may not have had 
access to resources to contact the helpline numbers.8

Thus, ‘safe home’ is a myth for many and ‘staying safe’ by ‘staying home’ is a luxury. 
These articles help in highlighting how the ‘home’ can be a deeply unequal space and/or 
a site of violence, and how during a pandemic, these difficulties get further exacerbated. 
Different authors have drawn from different sources to make this argument, for example, 

6 Ayushi Agarwal, ‘Why Women Can’t ‘Stay Home, Stay Safe’: Domestic Violence in the times 
of Lockdown’ in Sarasu Esther Thomas and others (eds), The Gendered Contagion: Perspectives 
on Domestic Violence During Covid – 19 (Centre for Women and the Law 2020) (Gendered 
Contagion); Beenish Zia and Nida Ali, ‘Field Note: Domestic Violence Crisis Response in 
Pakistan during COVID-19’ in Gendered Contagion; Surbi Karwa, ‘Moving Mountains, Moving 
Machinery: Documenting experiences of AALI during pandemic: An interview with Renu 
Mishra and Shubhangi’ ’ in Gendered Contagion.

7 Pinki Mathur Anurag, ‘“Stay Home, Stay Safe?” in Lockdown with Abuser’ in Gendered 
Contagion (n 6).

8 Aqsa Shaikh, ‘Home Sweet Home?’ in Gendered Contagion (n 6); Parth Maniktala, ‘The 
Blind Spot in our Domestic Violence legislation: Analysing the exclusion of sexual and 
gender minorities’ in Gendered Contagion (n 6); Pawan Dhall, ‘No Lockdown on Domestic 
and Community Violence against Queer People during Coronavirus Pandemic’ in Gendered 
Contagion (n 6).
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while the grass root activists, lawyers, and civil society members rely on their field and 
work experiences, researchers use the data available from United Nations, National 
Commission for Women etc. to make this argument. While I found the interviews and field 
notes enlightening, I found some of the essays written by students or researchers lacking 
in rigour. These essays make cursory reference to the literature available on this theme 
and largely ignore prominent literature. Several studies9 highlight that violence has always 
been strongly predicted in situations of isolation, i.e., in situations wherein the intimate 
partner succeeded in limiting and restricting the contact of their partner with friends and 
family. Many prominent scholars10 argue that domestic violence and abuse is often part 
of a programme of ‘coercive control’11 and such coercive control thrives in isolation. It is 
important to first understand this dynamic between control and domestic abuse, only then 
can one truly understand how this can perpetuate during the pandemic. 

b. An Intersectional Enquiry

This compilation is an intersectional enquiry into how class, caste, religion, gender 
identity, sexual orientation, disability, age, and geography can lead to overlapping 
discrimination and marginalization. Herein, the domestic violence is not just related to 
the masculine behaviour of the spouse, but it is also attributed to caste or religion or class 
hegemony.

Across this compilation, the authors note that even in normal situations, many Dalit 
women, disabled women,12 Muslim women, women belonging to Tribal communities13 face 
unique obstacles as the legal system is designed keeping in mind an upper-caste, Hindu, 
able-bodied woman. These inequalities are further perpetuated during the pandemic. For 
example, during the pandemic, many Muslim women faced the unique and additional 
threat of divorce, triple-talaq, or polygamy, after incidents of domestic violence.14 Owing 

9 Helen Reece, ‘The End of Domestic Violence’ (2006) 69(5) Modern Law Review 770; Rebecca 
Emerson Dobash and Russell Dobash, Violence against Wives: A Case against the Patriarchy 
(Open Books 1980). 

10 Mary Ann Dutton, ‘Understanding Women’s Response to Domestic Violence’ (2003) 21 Hofstra 
Law Review 1191; Evan Stark, ‘Commentary on Johnson’s “Conflict and Control: Gender 
Symmetry and Asymmetry in Domestic Violence”’ (2006) 12 Violence against Women 1019; 
Jonathan Herring, ‘The Severity of Domestic Abuse’ (2018) 30 (1) National Law School of India 
Review 37-50. 

11 Evan Stark, Coercive Control: The Entrapment of Women in Personal Life (Oxford University 
Press 2007).

12 Shruthi Venkatachalam, ‘Tracing the Intersectional Silence on Understanding and Addressing 
the Violence in the lives of Disabled Women’ in Gendered Contagion (n 6).

13 Monalisa Mintz, ‘Domestic Violence within Tribal Communities: Challenges and possible 
remedies in the wake of COVID-19’ in Gendered Contagion (n 6).

14 Akshat Aggarwal and Prannv Dhawan, ‘Muslim Women and the Silent Pandemic: of Relief, 
Domestic Violence and Advocacy during the Pandemic: An interview with Zakia Soman, 
founding member, Bhartiya Muslim Mahila Andolan’ in Gendered Contagion (n 6); Iram Khan, 
‘Call for Safe Space: Intersectional experiences of Minority Women facing Domestic Violence 
during Coronavirus Pandemic in India’ in Gendered Contagion (n 6).
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to their weak economic position, many Muslim women did not want to get divorced.15 The 
authors16 draw attention to the fact that many domestic violence complaints from Dalit 
women would not have reached the National Commission for Women as many do not have 
access to internet, having been mostly excluded from the digital revolution. In addition, 
the domination of non-Dalits in the health services meant that Dalit women may have been 
subjected to hostile, discriminatory, and patronizing setups that are unlikely to prioritize 
their needs. 

Another vulnerable group that has been focused upon in this compilation is that of 
‘children’. Childline, a helpline for children, received around 92,105 calls for protection 
against abuse during the first week of the lockdown.17 Extended school closures have led 
to an interruption in the supply of Mid-day meals and sanitary napkins18 and can lead to 
an exponential increase in child labour and forced or child marriages.19 The pandemic has 
brought to the fore the massive gender gap between girls and boys – girls are more likely 
to be enrolled in government schools, which have been impacted by the pandemic more 
than private schools, whereas boys are more likely to be enrolled in private schools, which 
have been able to shift to digital learning faster; girls are also less likely to have access to 
digital learning resources than boys.20 The burden of additional caregiving and household 
responsibilities that arose during the pandemic, is also more likely to fall on the girls than 
the boys.21 

The authors have coherently argued that the pandemic has brought to the fore the 
underlying inequalities and the existing unaddressed abuse of women, children, and gender 
diverse persons at home. During a pandemic when many are already struggling for getting 
their basic needs met, the conversation on violence, in general, occupies less space. Now, 
for women belonging to marginalized communities, gender-diverse persons, and children, 
who already suffer from the absence of adequate and appropriate support which caters to 
their unique and specific needs, it has become even more difficult to talk or report about 
their experience of violence. Thus, to understand the nature, intensity, and the impact 
of violence, it is crucial to understand the profound role played by intersectional and 

15 ibid.
16 Manisha Arya and Vani Sharma, ‘Caste, Domestic Violence and the Pandemic – Interview with 

Kiruba Munusamy’ in Gendered Contagion (n 6); Ishan Bhatnagar, ‘The Dalit Woman and 
the Pandemic: Exploring Domestic Violence from an Intersectional Perspective’ in Gendered 
Contagion (n 6).

17 Press Trust of India, ‘Coronavirus lockdown: Govt. helpline receives 92,000 calls on child abuse 
and violence in 11 day’ The Hindu (New Delhi, 8 April 2020). 

18 Adrija Bose, ‘How the Coronavirus Pandemic disrupted Children’s lives’ in Gendered Contagion 
(n 6).

19 Vani Sharma, Prannv Dhawan and Manisha Arya, ‘In Conversation with Prof. (Dr.) Asha Bajpai: 
Child Rights in abusive households during COVID-19: A Blindspot’ in Gendered Contagion (n 
6).

20 Adrija Bose (n 18).
21 ibid.
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interlocking markers like caste, class, religion, gender identity, sexuality, age, disability, 
geography etc. A pandemic deepens the inequalities already present in the society and 
hence, while devising any policy or response to domestic violence, it is essential to pay 
attention to the multiple marginalised identities. The intersectional enquiry conducted 
in this compilation sets a necessary foundation which can be used by policy makers to 
design a comprehensive Covid response or recovery plan, which is sensitive to the various 
intersectional markers identified above. 

c. The Failures of the State

A common argument that flows through all the articles, interviews and field notes is 
that the state failed to provide any clear and coherent guidelines on how to tackle domestic 
violence. A common criticism has been that the state failed to categorise the support 
mechanisms available for victims of domestic violence, such as, shelter homes, counselling 
services etc. as essential services; the state, also, failed to declare Protection officers as 
essential workers.22 Thus, many women were left with little or no recourse, especially 
during the early phase of the lockdown in 2020. 

While women suffered during the pandemic due to the state’s failure in recognizing 
the importance of continuing legal support mechanisms in place for those facing domestic 
violence, gender diverse persons continued to suffer from a total lack of civil legal remedies. 
The Protection of Women from Domestic Violence Act seeks to protect only ‘women’ and 
thus, crucial civil remedies such as, protection orders, residence orders or compensation 
orders are not available to gender diverse persons, even in normal times.23 Therefore, a 
lengthy and arduous criminal law process remains the only recourse for LGBT+ victims 
of domestic violence, and that too only provides remedies in case of physical violence and 
fails to recognize other types of violence such as, mental, emotional, financial violence 
etc.24 

Many authors25 in this compilation argue that the government’s policy which prioritised 
the re-opening of liquor shops, was passed without any consultation and despite the 
prevalence of data suggesting a strong link between alcohol consumption and domestic 
violence. This contributed to a further rise in incidents of domestic violence. Locating this 

22 Ujwala Kadrekar, ‘Implementation of the Protection of Women from Domestic Violence Act 
2005 during Lockdown’ in Gendered Contagion (n 6); Iram Khan (n 14); Stuti Srivastava and 
Khushali Mahajan, ‘The Urgency of Treating Domestic Violence as a Healthcare Issue’ in 
Gendered Contagion (n 6).

23 Gowthaman Ranganathan, ‘Law and Violence: Gender-diverse Persons in Lockdown’ in 
Gendered Contagion (n 6); Parth Maniktala (n 8). 

24 ibid.
25 Adrija Bose, ‘How the Coronavirus Pandemic disrupted Children’s lives’ in Gendered Contagion 

(n 6); Ayushi Agarwal, ‘Why Women Can’t ‘Stay Home, Stay Safe’: Domestic Violence in the 
times of Lockdown’ in Gendered Contagion (n 6); Vatsal Raj, ‘Stay Home Stay Safe: The Violent 
Fallout of a Gender-blind COVID-19 Response’ in Gendered Contagion (n 6).
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argument within broader literature, several studies similarly suggest a strong association 
between alcohol consumption and violent behaviour among intimate partners.26 However, 
one of the authors argue that liquor, which was otherwise a cheaply and easily available 
commodity in the tribal community, became a rare commodity due to the closure of liquor 
shops during lockdown. According to this author, this sudden lack of access to liquor 
contributed to an increase in domestic violence in the tribal community. As the author does 
not make any citations while making this argument, it is unclear if they are relying on field 
or work experience. Thus, this argument is weak and unconvincing and conflicts with the 
argument put forth by other authors. 

Overall, the authors succinctly put forth the argument that the state failed to address 
the rise in domestic violence during the pandemic and did not invest in a gender-sensitive 
response and recovery. This theme finds resonance in the field notes from Pakistan, Nepal, 
Maldives, Bangladesh, and Sri Lanka. A comparative enquiry reveals that there was a 
lack of state effort in acknowledging and addressing domestic violence in most of these 
countries. Many suggestions have been put forth in this compilation on how the states 
can provide a better response, such as, by declaring organisations catering to victims of 
domestic violence as essential services, by sending a clear political message that domestic 
violence will not be tolerated, by tailoring a gender-sensitive public health response, and 
by recognizing and acknowledging that domestic violence is intersectional and imagining a 
legal redressal system keeping in mind these various intersectional markers of vulnerability. 

IV. concludIng thoughtS

This compilation sets out to offer diverse perspectives on domestic violence during 
the pandemic and it delivers on its promise. By engaging with various stakeholders, such 
as lawyers, activists, researchers, it successfully manages to highlight how patriarchy 
combines with marginalizing factors like religion, caste, class, gender, sexuality, geography, 
disability etc., and aggravates the risk of experiencing violence. Such an intersectional 
enquiry will help in evaluating the lacunae present in the existing legal policies, which in 
turn, will help identify workable solutions and can positively inform future policy and legal 
reform efforts.

26 World Health Organization, ‘Preventing violence by reducing the availability 
and harmful use of alcohol’ (Geneva 2009) <https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/
handle/10665/44173/9789241598408_eng.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y> accessed 12 June 
2021; Marlene J. Berg and others, ‘The Effects of Husband’s Alcohol Consumption on Married 
Women in Three Low-Income Areas of Greater Mumbai’ (2010) 14 AIDS and Behaviour 126 
<https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/20544380/> accessed 12 June 2021; Joseph Boden, David 
Fergusson and John Harwood, ‘Alcohol misuse and violent behavior: Findings from a 30-year 
longitudinal study’ (2012) 122 (1-2) Elsevier 135; Carla Ferreira de Paula Gebara and others, 
‘Patterns of domestic violence and alcohol consumption among women and the effectiveness 
of a brief intervention in a household setting: a protocol study’ (2015) BMC Women’s Health 
<https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4582621/> accessed 12 June 2021.
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