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INTRODUCTION
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J

an Sahas and Rashtriya Garima Abhiyan organized the first national
forum of survivors of rape, sexual violence and trafficking in August,
2017 at Bhopal (Madhya Pradesh) to provide survivors and their family
members a platform to voice the challenges and experiences and mark
the beginning of the creation of a sustainable national level network of
survivors. Eight hundred survivors and their family members participated
in the forum from across 14 states of India. During the two-day
discussion, the participants repeatedly raised four critical matters. In their
own words – (A) We do not want to limit the struggle to access justice to
ourselves but wanted to speak about our challenges in public, (B) The
culture of victim shaming and blaming needs to stop and society should
shame perpetrators and not survivors, (C) A larger number of survivors
should be can be mobilised so that we can build a national movement
of survivors and (E) As survivors we take the primary responsibility of
changing mindsets and behaviour of the society towards rape and sexual
violence hence. However, to do this we need the support of our families
and communities.
Inspired by the deliberations of the two days, an idea struck my mind to
organize a march of survivors that would travel across India, mobilising
other survivors, sharing their stories and beginning the process of
changing the mindset and behaviour of India society. We had organised
a similar march in the year 2012-13 to liberate Dalit women and girls from
the inhuman practice of manual scavenging.
Motivated by the commitment of the survivors and armed with the
slogan of “Shame to Support” we organized the Dignity March to end
sexual violence against women and children from Mumbai on the
20th December 2018 and culminating in Delhi on the 22nd of February
2019. Survivors and other stakeholders participating in this march
covered a distance of 10,000 KM across 200 districts of 24 States/UTs in
India.
Dignity March was a call to women and children to speak out about their
experiences of sexual abuse without shame. The process provided a
platform to survivors to tell their stories in their own voice and represent
their own narratives. It was also an appeal for families and the larger
community to create a healthy, non-judgmental and a safe environment
to support the voices of the survivors and to take ownership of the fight
for justice forward by demanding zero tolerance for sexual violence
in our families and society. The March also called upon the state to be
accountable towards punitive action against the perpetrator, through
effective implementation of legal guidelines and ensuring rehabilitation
facilities for survivors.
During the march we travelled across 28% districts and 62% states and

union territories of India. Given the fact that survivors comes from various
social groups including Dalit, Adivasi, Non-Dalit, other minority groups,
survivors of trafficking and women who were formally engaged in caste
based commercial sexual exploitation, we had expected that there
would be high chances of discrimination between participants on the
basis of caste, which would make it difficult to continue with the march.
We were also under the assumption that there would be problems in
communication, expectations of food and living arrangements which
would a recurring issue. But, in these 65 days journey, I realised that
none of these obstacles could break the determination of the survivors
and that their vision and struggle were beyond these issues.
I clearly remember an event in Chennai (Madras University) where the
survivors where having immense problems in communicating to each
other and yet, it was heart-warming to see the survivors from South
and North India patiently make efforts to understand each other. There
were times when I felt exhausted and uncertain but, the unwavering
determination of the survivors would always revive my trust in the march.
I can recall a night in Kishangarh district of Rajasthan when the march
reached its destination very late at night. It had been a very tiring day
and the locals were unable to arrange for food on time which resulted in
us eating at 1.30 in the night. We were ready to receive complaints from
the survivors at the feedback meeting the next morning, but nobody said
a word. Surprised, I myself raised the issue when one of the survivors
said, “We are not travelling on the march for you or anybody else, but
for ourselves. This is our struggle so why should we complain about the
food to you?”
When we were in Kohlapur, our team members were struggling,
negotiating with the Sulabh toilet staff for the free use of toilets. On
hearing about the Dignity March, a tourist who was passing by at the
time offered to cover the costs of using the toilets. Most of the time local
community members and civil society groups arranged the food and
accommodation for the march. The march would not be possible without
the unconditional support of local organizations and individuals. The
most amazing part for us was the friendship that developed on the march,
irrespective of differences in caste, language, culture, region, etc, or even
the form of violence they have been through. Men and boys, especially
the family members of survivors actively participated and contributed to
the march.
With many positive experiences in the march, we also had our share
of obstacles and challenges during and after the march. On 21st of
February in Delhi, a day before the culmination of the March, I was
in a vehicle with one of the survivor leaders from Uttar Pradesh (her
daughter is a survivor of rape and has been struggling to access justice
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for the last four years). She told me that the perpetrator and his family
were very angry about her travelling in the march, speaking out about
her daughter’s case and that she had been receiving threats of attack
upon return. I assured her that since she is now a well-known leader and
has country wide support, there was no reason to fear and none would
dare to attack her family. Unfortunately, on the 24th March, just 2 days
post the culmination event in Delhi, the perpetrator along with 80 other
supporters brutally attacked her and four other members of the family.
After 3 days of struggle, we managed to secure police protection for the
survivors. Though the police did initiate some action, the situation is still
risky and we have had to move the family from their village to the district
headquarters until completion of the court trial. When we initiated our
march in Mumbai on the 20th of December 2018, Bhanwari Devi (leader
from Rajasthan, and survivor of gang rape by non-dalit men in 1992 who
is still waiting for justice) requested us to bring the march to her village.
On her request, we changed our route and headed to her village, Bhateri
(about 50 KM from Jaipur) late in the night. She organized a rally and
public event in the morning but not a single villager participated in it.
We were all very disappointed and disheartened and realised that this
march is a very small step in the long journey ahead to change mindsets
of society toward ending sexual violence. We left with the decision to
continue work in her area toward ending sexual violence.
I believe that the Dignity March is a historical survivor-led movement
in India or even at the global level. It is very rare to witness more than
25,000 survivors of rape and sexual violence join hands to share their
trials and tribulations. The very fact that these women spent so much of
time and energy away from their homes and families solely so that culture
of silence and victim shaming can end is remarkable. Dignity March
mobilised 10 million citizens to speak up, condemn the act of sexual
violence and shift the blame to perpetrators, collectively holding the
state actors accountable for ensuring justice to survivors.
Though I am unable to name all organisations and individuals here,
the march would not have been possible without the unconditional
support of local organizations, movements, well-wishers and strangers
we met along the way who have generously contributed their time,
energy, financial resources and helped us spread the word through
various networks, which otherwise would have been impossible to reach.
The March is the first step of a survivors’ led national movement. We will
now continue to initiate various campaigns and programs to continue this
struggle towards building a society free of sexual violence.
Thanks,
In solidarity,
Ashif Shaikh
Co-convenor, Dignity March and Rashtriya Garima Abhiyan
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“26 years have passed since that day.
I’ve been to court, I’ve spoken publicly,
they even made a film about me.
But there is no response,
there is only silence. Silence from the court,
silence from my community, silence within
my own family. But I won’t give up.
They can kill me, hang me.
But I won’t stay silent.”
In September 1992, Bhanwari Devi awoke
early to milk her cow. After settling domestic
chores, she went to work with her husband, to
plough her field. As evening set, and they were
leaving,- five men surrounded them. While
her husband was beaten, Bhanwari Devi was
raped. 26 years later, she still awaits justice.

As many as 2.5 million crimes against
women have been reported in India over
the last decade. According to National
Crime Record Bureau data, reported cases
of crime against women increased by 83%
in 2016. It was also a year that saw the
lowest conviction rate of crimes against
women. Rape accounts for about 12% of all
crimes against women. Children are also
often subjected to sexual violence because
they are more vulnerable. According to
NCRB data, in India, a child is sexually
abused every 15 minutes.
As redressal, India now has several laws in
place to address gender-based violence.
Based on the recommendations of the Justice
Verma Committee report, in the aftermath of
the Nirbhaya case in 2011, significant changes
were made to existing legislation on sexual
violence. Recognizing that a ‘demand for
justice is not a personal aspiration, but a
fundamental charter of freedom’ the
committee’s recommendations detail how to
protect survivors rights. This includes a special
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focus on protecting minorities and
vulnerable populations: minors under the
recently amended the Protection of Children
from Sexual Offences Act (POCSO) act and
Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribe
communities, under the Prevention of
Atrocities act. However, the value of these
laws is routinely undermined by poor
implementation. Far from impartial, judicial
processes carry the taint of social norms,
resulting in repeated humiliation and pain for
survivors of sexual violence. The survivor is
forced to confront various systems: the
police, the court, the hospital to prove her
truth and innocence.
However, it is not these systems alone which
determine justice. Often, it is society’s ideas
of right and wrong that cause the survivor the
deepest injury. Lack of support from family
and community members often leads to
physical and psychological isolation of the
survivor. Social codes of conduct, norms
and ways of thinking determine what gets
accepted as true and false. As such, the
woman’s testimony is almost always subject to
mistrust. The reality of violence is concealed
behind the need to justify why it occurred
in the first place. This justification places the
burden of shame and silence on the survivor,
instead of holding the perpetrator accountable.
The following section takes a brief look at the
challenges faced by survivors of rape.
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Generations of Silence :

Sexual violence, the family and community

“When he (the accused) came out on bail, my husband came to me
and said, “look your lover has been released.” When I heard that, I went
straight to the market, where I heard he was. I began beating him with
my slipper. It was important for me to do that publicly. It was proof that
this wasn’t my fault. Only then, did my husband believe me.”
“When my wife told me she had been raped, I took her straight to the
temple. I conducted a ceremony in front of the Devi Ma. She ascertains
what is true. She told me my wife was speaking the truth.
That’s when I decided to support her.”
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"When I was rescued (after being trafficked) my father could not bear
the shame. Everyone in the village knew what had happened to me. He
took his anger out on me, he would beat me and threaten me. By this
point, I was not scared of anything. I told him, you can do whatever you
want to me, but I won't run away or apologise.
I have done nothing wrong."
“When the (the accused) came out on bail, I was very afraid. What if he
did something for a second time? The first time, my husband believed
me, he supported me. But if it happens a second time, wouldn’t he
think that I have something to do with it as well?”
“When I escaped and returned home, I found out that my husband had
taken my children and left our village.
When I tracked him down, he beat me.
He beat me so hard, there was blood everywhere.
I went to my parents house. They told me I was dead to them. Only when
you go through an experience like this, do you realize that you are entirely alone.”
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T

hese accounts point to the fragility of ‘truth’
and the burden of proof that survivors of
rape have to bear. Most responses to rape and
sexual violence end up focusing on ‘justice’
from a legal perspective, or highlight the
inadequacy of government processes.
However, a large number of survivors locate
justice in social, not legal terms. Most often the
survivor feels physically and psychologically
isolated because of a lack of support from
family and community members. In many
cases, the woman’s experience is mistrusted.
She is subject to all sorts of questioning to
prove her truth. In situations where her account
is believed, she becomes the cause for loss of
family honor and respect. The survivors house
is in the village comes to be known as ‘disgraced’.
In some cases, pressure from in-laws, leads to
the survivor being abandoned. The social
pressure causes the woman to internalize
doubt and shame toward herself. “I knew it
wasn’t my fault, but there was no way to get
rid of the feeling inside me. I used to sit and
cry for hours. I kept replaying the events of
that day and wondering, if I didn’t go there at
that time, none of this would have happened.”
This leads to depression and often,
considerations of suicide.
In the case of minors/unmarried girls,
experience of sexual violence results in a
complete withdrawal from public life. The
girls are taken out from school and rarely
allowed to go out unaccompanied. Marriage
is seen as the only way to reinstate respect
and honor for the family. This proves to be a
doubly traumatic experience for a survivor,
who has not processed the violence her body
has been through and is forced to adjust to a
new home, family and relationship. This often
comes at the cost of her education and freedom.
What often remains hidden, is the subtle
shifts within family dynamics. Survivors
described the strain in their relationships with
their loved ones -
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“My husband didn’t touch me for months
after I had been raped. He believed me, yet
he could not process that I had been with
another man. His friends used to tease him
about it too. Often he would return home
irritable, and beat me. I don’t hold it against
him, it is a difficult experience for him too.”
An interview with the husband of a survivor
revealed the other side of the story- “ I believe
what my wife says. But sometimes the teasing
and torture from my friends and others in the
village is very difficult to bear. They believe
I shouldn’t trust her so easily, that she has
fooled me. Because of their comments, I’ve
stopped going out of the house completely.”
In other cases, the family might refuse to
support the survivor at all. The ‘truth’ of her
experience seems to be contingent on
various factors: her marital status, her age, her
caste, aspersions cast on her sexual history
amongst others. Experiences of rape have
been considered invalid on the grounds that
the woman did not resist vocally or explicitly.
Expecting a uniformity of response, ignores
the intersections of power embedded in the
act of rape. For example, being raped by a
member of the family or by someone who is
upper caste/class. As such, filing a report or
securing a conviction also holds significance
for the survivor because it becomes a way of
re-presenting their experience back to their
families and communities. A case won in court
may not restore complete normalcy or dignity
to a survivors’ life, but it does give her external
validation that can be used to counter more
immediate pressures from family and community.
In most cases, rape is an assertion of power
between caste boundaries. The survivor is
often coerced into silence, for speaking aloud
is countered by more violence, against lower
caste communities. In one case in Madhya
Pradesh, a woman whose mother was raped
by an upper caste man, went public with the
case. As a result, she was harassed, her father

was beaten and their land stolen. Most often,
raising a voice against economically and
politically powerful communities’ results in
further oppression. Complicity of the police
and the court results in a complete lack of
support for the survivor. The identity of the
perpetrator is also a huge factor in determining
support from the community.

The impact of rape then, is not linear. Whilst
one set of struggles are waged within the legal
system, the meaning of justice also lies in many
other spheres. Of these, family and community
are considered most important- support or the
lack thereof, has a significant bearing on the
survivors’ capacity and ability to process and
articulate her experience of violence.

“The man who raped me was quite
powerful in our community. A lot of people
didn’t support me because they felt if they did,
he wouldn’t give them supply to water and
milk. They were afraid that by standing by me,
they too would be isolated in the village.”
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Between the lines of the charge-sheet :
Police responses to rape

“When I went to file my report, the police laughed at me.
They said, who is going to believe you? His family is powerful.
Don’t create unnecessary drama. Stay silent and stay alive.“
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F

or many women, a visit to the police
station is traumatic and intimidating. It is
a cause of shame, and requires immense
courage, just to enter the doors of the station.
Most survivors are aware at the outset, that
they will be ridiculed and intimidated. Yet for
many of them, there lies no other option.

or lying. Even if the accused is put in jail, he
is released on bail shortly after. One police
official didn’t mince his words, whilst telling
a survivor- “If your family had paid the bribe,
the case would have gone your way. He (the
perpetrator) paid me Rs. 50,000, so justice
will be delivered to him.”

According to the Indian Penal Code, in the
case of sexual assault or attempted sexual
assault, the survivors’ statement must be
recorded immediately. A trained female
officer must be present to gather testimony
from survivor. It is mandatory for police
officials to register these complaints. Not
doing so, can result in imprisonment of officers.

Often, pressure from the media or a higher
authority is required to compel the police
to file the report. Even if the report is filed,
the sections are recorded incorrectly or
are wrongly worded. Often in the case of
kidnapping and trafficking, the police merely file a missing persons’ report. Instead of
filing for rape, the charge placed is that of
domestic violence. This ignores the context
in which women are trafficked and forcibly,
falsely married, precisely in order to avoid
a charge of rape. In a country where marital
rape is legally not recognized, this results in
the legitimation of violence against women,
within the institution of marriage. The
police also overlook the application of
the SC/ST atrocities act, which specifically
seeks to safeguard the interests of minority
communities. Instead, survivors from these
communities are dismissed with casteist
slurs. In some cases, survivors seeking to
file their cases are beaten by the police into
changing their statements.

Yet, reality speaks differently. In most cases,
the police are uncooperative or downright
hostile toward survivors. They end up
waiting for days to get their statement
recorded. This is particularly difficult for
those who have to travel long distances to
get to the station.
“We work as agricultural labor, and don’t
earn much money. Each visit to the station
costs us Rs. 400 because it is far from our
village. When they refused to file my report,
we waited outside the station the entire
night, because we could not afford to return
home and come again.”
The attitude of the police seems to suggest
that survivors are fabricating cases of sexual
violence for their gain or to resolve personal
vendettas. In situations where the perpetrator
is politically or economically powerful, the
survivor is coerced into silence. The most
standard advice is to compromise the
case, to settle the matter through financial
transactions. In one case, a young girl was
harassed five times, because the police
refused to investigate when the matter was
first brought to their notice. In the case
of repeated complaints, they accuse the
survivor and her family of seeking attention

A statement recorded by the police in a
timely manner is the crucial first step for
a survivor to initiate the judicial process.
Often delays by the police result in delays
in medical investigation, which removes
crucial physical evidence of sexual assault,
as seen in the next section.
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On the examination table :

Access to health services for a rape survivor
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A

survivor of rape is entitled to medical care
after she discloses her experience of rape.
Even though forensic evidence is not legally
essential, the court often place great
emphasis on it, as proof of rape. As a result,
there is a standardized process of examination
and collection. A significant change occurred
when in 2013, the Supreme Court deemed the
widely used ‘two-finger test’ illegal. The test is
deeply traumatic for survivors, as its procedure
mimics the act of rape. The determination of the
test that the woman is ‘habituated’ to sex, that is,
her hymen is broken, leads medical officers to
state that she has not been raped. In complete
violation of ethical medical practice, the two
finger test is colored by social moralities
regarding a woman’s sexual history and
experience. Though the test was banned in
2013, it is still practiced in a majority of cases
and submitted as evidence. On the basis of
this, experiences of rape are dismissed,
jeopardizing the survivors testimony and
chance of securing a conviction.
Medical officers, like the police, are often
susceptible to bribes from perpetrators and their
families. Accordingly, evidence is manipulated
and concealed. In Banda, UP, a four year old
girl was raped by members of an upper caste
community. Her father rushed her to the district
hospital, where he was refused treatment, even
though the girl’s condition was critical. It was only
after he approached the SP of the district, and
the media arrived, that the hospital agreed to
treat his daughter. In other cases, medical officers
are insensitive and hostile in their attitude and
questioning.

Free health-care is routinely denied to survivors
from marginalized communities, in spite of it
being a legal prerequisite. Post the Nirbhaya
case, budgetary allocation toward the prevention
and redressal of sexual violence, was increased.
However these funds are routinely underutilized or mis-managed. This is evident from the
functioning of one-stop crisis centers, set up to
provide health care, counseling and temporary
rehabilitation to survivors of rape. Most areas do
not have a one stop crisis center, despite the law
mandating one per district. Those that have been
set up are under-staffed and barely functional.
Counseling forms an integral part of treatment
and care for survivors of rape. For the most part,
medical officers are unsympathetic and
insensitive. Survivors are blamed for their
experience of violence. There is a crude focus on
the physicality of the act, ignoring the emotional
and psychological dimensions. Survivors can
fall into depression and consider suicide, partly
because they lack access to a supportive and
enabling medical/ health care environment.

“When I went for my check-up, the doctor
asked me why I didn’t have any marks on my
body. She said, there are no signs of resistance,
why are you claiming you were raped?”
The emphasis on visible markers of violence
ignore the reality where survivors, out of fear and
intimidation cannot resist their violators. It also
ignores the prevalence of sexual violence within
families, wherein the survivor is least likely to resist
because of familiarity and shame.

19

Hostile Confrontations :

The Rape Survivor and the Court
“The court is 20 kilometers away from my house. I spend most
of my monthly income traveling back and forth. Each time we go
for a hearing, they ask us to come another day. Each time we go,
they hand us another folder of papers. I can’t read or write. I can’t
understand what the lawyer says. There is no one there to help.”
“It is very difficult for us to stand in front of the perpetrator and
his family and give our testimony. There are always more people
from his side. We are usually alone because our families don’t
support us. The lawyer asks us obscene questions. How long did
he touch you for? Where did he touch you? It is very humiliating
for us to respond in front of an entire room full of people.”*
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* All quotations in this section have been excerpted from interviews with
survivors of violence who took part in the Dignity March

F

or a survivor of violence, the court-room
emerges as a site of trauma, intimidation
and repeated humiliation. Inadequate legal
assistance is a pressing concern for survivors
from marginalized communities. In cases
where the survivor has access to free legal
aid, the prosecutors are usually over-worked
and less than willing to listen. They are also
susceptible to bribery and external influence.
Prosecutors have been known to tell survivors,
particularly from marginalized communities,
to keep silent about their experiences as they
stand no chance of winning. The prosecutor
is mandated to spend time with the survivor,
learn about her case, make her comfortable.
Due to a lack of motivation, this rarely happens.
For the prosecutor, this is one of a hundred
cases. For the survivor, it could determine
her entire life.
Due to judicial back-log, survivors often
have to wait years before any progress on
their case. During this time, they are under
considerable pressure from the perpetrators
family to compromise and settle the case. This
includes bribes, physical intimidation and social/
community boycott. Due to the extensive
paperwork and labyrinth like system, most
survivors do not know the status of their case
and feel intimidated by the process, causing
some survivors to withdraw their case, and
rely on community models of justice, for
example, caste panchayats. “They call the

court a temple of justice, but does it have
place in it for people like us? We cannot read
and write, and we don’t have the money to pay
legal fees- does that mean we are not worthy
of receiving justice?”
Within the court-room, survivors are faced with
the kind of interrogation described above.
In the case of sexual violence on minors, the
survivor is not supposed to give testimony in
front of the accused. However, this is usually not
followed, leading to intimidation and fear. The
questions asked of the survivor suggest that
the court is sceptical of the claim of rape. The
line of inquiry is inclined toward disbelieving
the survivors account. Aspersions are cast on
the survivors economic, religious and social
background, which determines the legitimacy
of the testimony. Often survivors are made
to testify in front of the accused, leading to
intimidation and fear. As one survivor
remarked, “In most rape trials, there will be
more number of people present in support
of the accused. The survivor usually stands
alone.” Perpetrators who are arrested are
often released on bail after a few months,
after which they act with impunity.
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Garima Yatra Kare Pukaar :
A journey toward Dignity
23

Noun: dignity
a sense of pride in oneself; self-respect.

“To talk about rape and to listen to experiences of rapethere is a problem with both in our society.
Until this culture changes, violence against women will continue.“
“Balatkar shareer aur pehchaan se judjaata hai,
poori zindagi par asar pad jaata hai” (Rape sticks to your
body and your identity, it has an impact on your entire life)

24

W

hen she is raped, her identity often
becomes defined by that experience.
As one survivor described,
There are many steps before she feels ready
to share her experience. “Can I trust my own
voice?” “Will anyone listen to me?”
“Will I be blamed?”

doubts and questions race through her mind.
Overwhelmed, she may choose to remain
silent. If she gathers the courage to talk about
the act of violence, she is unable to share what
happens to her in the after-math. Often, the
impact of rape on her life is not discussed
as widely as the act of violence. Experiences
shared on the yatra reveal how she can no
longer go to school, how she is married by the
age of 14- 15. How her relationship with her
own body changes. If she is married, how her
husband may no longer touch her, how her own
family begins to look at her. As the yatra traveled,
it encountered survivors who desired to come
forward to share their pain and sorrow. But there
has been no one to listen, empathize or support
her. The survivor is on her own. She might spend
her entire life in the shadow of this violence.
#metoo said Bhanwari Devi, in 1992, from
Bhateri in Rajasthan. In light of recent coverage
of sexual harassment, concentrated primarily in
urban areas, the yatra was an important
platform for survivors who cannot access
technology, may not be literate, are from
economically disadvantaged contexts. To bring
attention to sexual violence that emerges as a
result of caste, class, religious and economic
discrimination. It is a network of women who
have undergone the same experience. When
she is raped, her entire world is reconfigured by
that experience. She might feel it has happened
only to her. She feels she is not worthy of living
anymore. During the yatra, she had the
opportunity to encounter and connect with
other women, who share the same experience.
To feel a sense of solidarity, hope and shared
grief. It gives her the strength to continue to
fight, the confidence to trust herself.

This was the intent with which the Dignity
March (Garima Yatra) took place, from 20th
December 2018 to 22nd February 2019. Led
by survivors of rape and their families, the
yatra challenged social silence and sanction
of sexual violence. A platform for survivors
of violence to tell their stories in their own
voice, to represent their own narratives and
challenges. Whilst acknowledging the role of
state actors and stakeholders in addressing
sexual violence, the yatra’s primary focus was
to initiate a dialogue with members of society.
As a representative of the yatra shared,

“Sexual violence continues to be a taboo
topic. It is concealed, it is silenced, or
considered entirely normal. This is
primarily because it is linked to the
woman’s respect and her honor. This needs
to be challenged, it needs to become an
‘issue’, something people recognize
and fight against.”
The march was an affirmation of woman’s
constitutional right to lead a life of dignity. The
spirit of the march was to challenge internalized
social norms and behavior that blame the
survivor for violence. This included engaging
with young students, community members,
media professionals, government representatives,
civil society organizations and the general public.
“She was outdoors unaccompanied”, “She must
have been involved with him”, “It is all because of
the mobile phone”, are common excuses used
to justify and conceal violence against girls and
women. Through the experiences shared on
the yatra, these opinions were punctured, to
reveal a canvas of violence across sites- home,
family, marriage, education, work spaces and
public spaces. Violence against girls as young
as five and women as old as sixty. Violence

against men, rarely spoken of, but very
prevalent. Seasons of violence unfold:
from anger, to hurt, humiliation, despair,
resilience, sorrow, anger, fear, forgetting,
remembering. These experiences contribute
to a collective knowledge of violence that
requires urgent redressal.

25

5,000 women and their families traveled
across 22 states and 200 districts. At many
events, audience members were visibly
uncomfortable with listening to women
talking about their experiences of rape. “Don’t
you feel any shame, saying you’ve been raped
over and over again?” “Why should I feel
ashamed? I’ve done nothing wrong. It is he
who should feel ashamed.” This was the stand
of the yatra, to assert zero tolerance toward
sexual violence, to state clearly and loudly that
shame is not the survivors’ burden to bear.
The Dignity March was flagged off in
Mumbai, where over 5,000 survivors and their
families were present. They shared the stage
with celebrities and influencers from the film
industry, lawyers, police and judicial
representatives and members of the media.
The intention of the march was shared, and
results of a national online survey, ‘Speak Out!’
was shared. The survey, conducted by
Rashtriya Garima Abhiyan was conducted
to determine the intensity of sexual violence
against women and children and to bring
out the voice of survivors. It revealed that an
alarming number of people have faced sexual
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violence, but 95% of the incidents of sexual
violence against women and children are not
reported, and the ‘victim’ is shamed and is
under constant fear of stigmatization by the
society. The survey also revealed government
data of incidents of sexual violence against
women and children is less than valid as the
survey suggests that 2% of incidents have
been reported to the Police.
Over the course of its travels, the yatra met
with survivors from different parts of the
country, their family and community members,
young people, state actors (police, medical
authorities and judiciary), members of the
media and other stakeholders across the
country. The interactions resulted in the
formulation of the following measures, that
if implemented, could reduce and prevent
sexual violence:

Demands from the medical system:
1. Access to timely, safe and nonjudgmental services: As clearly outlined in
Section 357 C of the CrPC it is the duty of
the medical profession to extend services
to victims. The Ministry of Health and
Family welfare released a report called '
Implementation of Medico-legal Protocol'
that provides comprehensive measures for
the treatment of survivors of sexual violence.
Discrimination on the basis of caste, class,
religion or gender is punishable under
law. Further, the issue of whether sexual
assault has occurred is to be determined
legally, and not on the basis of medical
diagnosis. Consequently, doctors should
not, on the basis of the medical examination,
conclude whether rape had occurred or
not. It is common for doctors to make their
own assumptions, thereby tampering with
evidence and/or not filing medical reports
accurately. This weakens the survivor’s case,
leading to acquittals.
2. Training of medical practitioners:
Dealing with cases of sexual violence must
be included in medical curriculums across
the country. This includes responsibilities
of doctors in dealing with cases of sexual
violence, as well as the medical requirements
and qualification to manage these cases. The
curriculum should also mention the penalties
for doctors if these requirements are not met.
3. Elimination of the two-finger test:
Despite the Supreme Court banning the two
-finger test, survivors are still subjected to this
illegal and intrusive practice. As per revised
guidelines, the hymen should be treated
like any other part of the genitals, while
documenting examination findings in cases
of sexual assault. As such, medical diagnosis
that states the survivor is ‘habituated to sexual
intercourse’ does not hold ground as nonevidence of assault. The focus needs to shift

from dehumanizing physical examinations,
that mimic the act of rape, to creating a safe
and welcoming environment for survivors of
sexual violence. The medical council of India,
must take stringent action against doctors
following the practice of the two-finger test.

4. Counselling of survivors of violence:
The impact of sexual violence is not borne
by the body alone. Survivors often face
psychological trauma, triggered by family
and community abuse/isolation, shame and
stigma, and emotional and physical strain.
This can result in depression, withdrawal
and self-harm. It is necessary to approach
the survivors’ well-being in a holistic manner
and ensure they have access to supportive
environments for medical treatment and
healing. Second, it is imperative to ensure
counseling of the survivors’ immediate family
to ensure they do not blame the survivor and
are equipped to provide her with a safe and
secure environment. As such, counselling
services have been mandatory under revised
legislation pertaining to rehabilitation of
survivors. At present, this aspect of survivor
rehabilitation is over-looked and due to a lack
of qualified human personnel and financial
allocation.
5. Ethical and legal responsibility of doctors
towards pregnant rape survivors: Delays in
medical investigation, often prevent survivors
who are pregnant due to being raped, access
to timely and safe abortion services. Doctors
have a tendency to distance themselves from
pregnancy, often not treating it as a health
concern. Delays in the judicial process leave
ample scope for pressure to be placed on the
survivor, from the accused or her own family,
hampering her ability to choose to abort or
keep the child. Medical officials are ethically
and legally bound to ensure the survivor has a
supportive and healthy environment in which
to make these choices, and timely access to
health-care.
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Demands from the Legal System:
1. Effective Implementation of POCSO Act:
It is estimated that a child is sexually abused
every fifteen minutes. The POCSO Act was
set up as a redressal and preventive measure
toward this. However, the NCRB data from
2016 reveals that the conviction rate is as low
as 28%. Designed to fast track cases against
minors, the implementation is ailed by long
winded proceedings, that give the accused
ample time to try and pressure the victims or
their families to backtrack on their complaints.
The situation is even more complicated when
the accused is a family member. Further,
other provisions under the act, such as
ensuring child friendly environments within
the courtroom, timely medical examination,
and counselling services remain mostly
unaddressed. It is essential that all sections of
the act are properly implemented.
2. Prevention of caste based sexual
exploitation and trafficking: At present,
roughly 13 states in the country have
communities that practice caste-based sexual
exploitation. In most cases, it is minor girls
who become victims of profit. This results in
their withdrawal from education and other
opportunities, health-related problems makes
them vulnerable to routine exploitation
and violence. Whilst there is ambiguity with
regard to this under the Immoral Trafficking
Prevention Act, the POCSO act is direct in its
dealing with child sexual abuse or knowledge
thereof. Hence, the act must be used in cases
of trafficking and caste- based prostitution, as
both practices are involve sexual exploitation
of minors. It is necessary to also include
rehabilitation measures for girls/women who
are rescued from this practice.
3. One stop Crisis Centres in Districts across
India: As per the Women and Child welfare
department, one stop crisis centres must
be opened in all districts across the country.
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At present, OCC’s remain largely defunct,
understaffed and under-equipped to deal
with the range of cases they are confronted
with. There needs to be a fully functional and
resourced one stop crisis centre in every
district in India. There need to be financial
allocations toward this, irrespective of the
government in power ; independently
appointed and qualified human resources
and effective mechanisms for monitoring and
accountability.

4. Speedy redressal mechanisms: It is
imperative that cases of sexual assault are fasttracked. Delays in hearings and investigation
give time for external pressures to act upon
the survivor, often resulting in her turning
hostile during court proceedings. These could
include pressure from the accused’s family/
community, her own family/community, shame
and stigma. This is seen to occur frequently in
the case of minors sexual assault, particularly
when the accused is a family member. Thus
the POCSO act mandates the setting up of
fast-track courts whose sole focus is to tackle
crimes of sexual violence against minors. It
is imperative that there be a strengthening
of physical infrastructure and prosecution
machinery including trained human resources,
to ensure speedy hearings and verdicts.
5. Ensuring dignity of the survivor
within the courtroom: Most survivors cite
instances of humiliation and shame caused
by methods of cross examination employed
by prosecutors and counsel in court. Whilst
it is legal mandate to conduct a thorough
investigation of both parties, often the
woman’s account is subject to mistrust and
suspicion. Details, such as her marital status,
caste, religion, previous sexual history etc
are often used to intimidate and shame the
survivor. Further, the survivor has to give
testimony in front of the accused, which
proves traumatic, more so in the case of minor
survivors. There is a provision for survivors to

give their testimony in private, but it is rarely
used. It is imperative to create a safe space for
survivors to share their testimony in order to
encourage more survivors to come forward.
6. Access to legal counsel : Upon registering
a case of sexual assault/rape, it is the police’s
responsibility to direct survivors to legal
counsel that can assist and represent them.
In most cases, however, public prosecutors
are overworked and not qualified. Often, the
prosecutor does not even meet the survivor
prior to the date of hearing. In many cases,
the prosecutor is susceptible to bribery
and influence, particularly if the accused is
from an economic or politically powerful
community. Prosecutors have also been
known to encourage survivors to keep silent
or withdraw their case. Legal practitioners are
bound by the law to represent their clients in
a fair and sensitive manner. There need to be
more number of prosecutors appointed and
trained, and survivors must be made aware of
their rights with regard to accessing counsel.
7. Access to compensation: Under CRPC
357A survivors of sexual assault/rape are
entitled to compensation by the government.
This is usually delayed, causing families,
particularly those from lower income
backgrounds considerable economic
hardship. Legal fees, medical treatment and in
some cases, relocation, prove expensive, and
the survivor is need of immediate economic
support. It is imperative that compensation
be given in a timely manner to support the
survivor in her rehabilitation and recovery.

Demands from the Police:
1. Building sensitivity and accountability
within the Police Force: The patriarchal
culture that dominates the police force is
revealed in their attitude toward survivors
of sexual assault. There are numerous cases
of women being turned away by the police
while trying to report a rape. Survivors are
routinely harassed and intimidated in the
police station, particularly if the accused has
economic or political influence. Survivors from
lower caste/class backgrounds are dismissed
and their families are discriminated against.
The police are mandated by law to file FIR’s
irrespective of the context and background
of the individual. Further in the case of sexual
violence, it is mandatory for a female officer
to be present, and to ensure the survivor
feels comfortable and safe whilst giving her
testimony. There need to be stricter guidelines
for gender sensitization in the police force,
and mechanisms to hold officials who violate
these principles, accountable.
2. Ensuring protection for survivors: In cases
where the survivor expressly indicates threats
or harm to her/family’s life, it is the duty of
the police to investigate and provide police
protection. This is a matter of life and death,
particularly for survivors from marginalized
contexts who live in the same village as the
accused- they have to face daily abuse/
torture, sometimes resulting in outright
physical violence, or social isolation, used as
pressure tactics to withdraw their cases. In
many cases, the police does not take these
complaints seriously, and it has resulted in
repeated assaults on the survivor and her
family.
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Demands and recommendations for society:
1. Gender sensitization within the education
system: It is important for the conversations
around gender equity and sensitivity to
begin at an early age. Comprehensive
sexuality education must be instituted in all
schools across the country. If curriculums
begin to inculcate an understanding of
gender and sexuality within students, there
is a higher chance that they will retain these
values thereby reducing the chances of
violence.
2. Shame to Support: It is imperative that we
stop holding survivors responsible for the
sexual violence they have undergone.
Society’s behavior and attitude toward
survivors cause them to feel shame and
guilt for no fault of their own. It is time we
begin to hold the perpetrator accountable,
and extend our support to the survivor.
This responsibility lies not only with the
government, but with the general public in
order to create awareness on this issue and
stand in solidarity with survivors.
3. Gender sensitization of the media: The
media is known to report irresponsibly
on issues of sexual violence, often
sensationalizing the crime, not respecting
the survivors need to privacy, and often
suggesting that the survivor is responsible
for the violence inflicted on her. Further, the
media tends to ignore or under-report cases
from marginalized communities. Media
personnel must learn to report sensitively
and in a timely manner in cases of sexual
violence, to aid survivors in the process of
justice and contribute to a gender sensitive
public discourse.
4. Engaging with men and boys: For too
long, redressal of sexual violence has
focused on women and girls. It is imperative
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to begin this conversation with young boys
and men, to deconstruct and challenge
notions of masculinity, patriarchy and
entitlement. This must begin from a young
age, so that boys are aware of the position
they hold in society, and learn to be gender
sensitive and equitable. It is necessary to
create new models of masculinity that do
not rest on violence, aggression and force to
prove itself. Engaging men who are family/
community members in the survivors daily
life is necessary so they are able to create
a supportive environment and stand in
solidarity with her. Finally, in the case of the
accused, it is necessary to explore models
of restorative justice that extend counseling
services to perpetrators.

Bhupesh Bhagel
Chief Minister, Chhattisgarh

Krishna Nandan Verma
Minister of Education and Social Welfare, Bihar

Kamal Nath
Chief Minister, Madhya Pradesh

Louise Mirandi
Minister of Social Welfare and Minorities, Jharkhand
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T

hese demands were presented to
various government representatives,
including the Chief Minister of Chhattisgarh
and Madhya Pradesh, cabinet ministers in
Jharkhand and Bihar, and other members of
parliament. A meeting with newly
elected Chief Minister, Kamal Nath, ended
with him assuring that this precedent would
be strengthened, specifically by setting up
fast track courts to ensure survivors of
violence receive speedy justice.
They were met with support, and a renewed
promise to expedite cases of sexual violence,
and to create awareness around the same.
They were also articulated at press conferences
held across state capitals, in 22 states. At one
such conference, a journalist suggested that
education would ensure a decrease in sexual
violence. He went on to suggest that if a woman
files a complaint of sexual violence, her honour
is further tainted, she loses her ‘izzat." This was
immediately countered by the survivors who
reiterated that sexual violence is prevalent
across class/caste, irrespective of education (as
seen with the #metoo movement). Further, it is
not the survivor who loses respect or honour
for violence inflicted on her. This exchange
emphasized the need for sensitization of media
personnel who carry deep prejudices with
regard to sexual violence, which also reflects the
way in which they report these experiences.
Shanta Sinha, the ex-director of the National
Commission on Child Rights spoke of the
inspiration she felt, on hearing the survivors of
the yatra share their experiences.

“In spite of a lack of support from
community, judiciary, the police, in-spite of
having to wait for 3-5 years, these women
have not given up. I draw strength from their
courage and urge all of us to renew our
efforts to fight against sexual violence.”
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Mridula Mishra, Ex high court judge from
Ranchi and Pune, spoke about how the law
must learn from on-ground experiences,
and that the yatra was the most valuable
education for legal practitioners and policy
makers. Various senior police officials,
present at events pledged their support to
the yatra, specifically to reform attitudes of
the police toward survivors, and to ensure
stricter monitoring and regulation, to prevent
the trafficking of minor girls. Civil society
organizations across the country, including
Bhumika collective (Andhra Pradesh &
Telengana), MAAS (Karnataka), Anandi
(Gujarat), AALI (Uttar Pradesh), Swayam
(Kolkata), Jagori (New Delhi) showed their
support and solidarity toward the yatra.

As one representative remarked, civil
society groups often come together only
during a crisis. But the yatra has taken the
step of proactively creating awareness,
and suggesting measures toward the
prevention of violence.
The Yatra also interacted with survivors from
different parts of the country as well as
various organizations and movements
working on issues of sexual violence. This
gave opportunity to those who were a part
of the yatra to learn more about the
histories of struggle against sexual
violence. During its travels, the yatra visited
the resting places of Jyoti Bai and Savitri
Bai Phule, Shahu Maharaj, Birsa Munda and
others to learn more about their ideologies
and struggle, in relation to violence against
girls and women. Meeting survivors from
different parts of the country also allowed
patterns and continuities of violence to
emerge: In Karnataka, a meeting organized
with members from the Devadasi community,

and in Rajasthan, with the Nat community,
highlighted the practice of caste based
prostitution. In Ujjain, in Madhya Pradesh and
in Jharkhand, the conversation shifted to
look specifically at sexual violence inflicted
on minority communities, religious and tribal.
In IIT Kharagpur, male students attending
the event came forward to speak of their
experience of sexual violence as children. In
Lucknow, the event was hosted by survivors
of acid attacks, yet another form of sexual
violence against women. In Chhattisgarh,
the issue of bonded labour was brought in,
wherein a survivor, shared her experience
of being captured for six months, tortured,
kept in a cage and routinely harassed by a
contractor who had sold them as bonded
labour. Women face double the oppression,
as alongside being labour commodities, they
are also considered sexual commodities, for
use by the contractor.
In Mandsaur and Ratlam, in Madhya Pradesh,
the context of caste-based prostitution was
highlighted. These geographies see a high
rate of trafficking, particularly of minors.
Communities such as the Bachra and Bedia
communities, have initiation rituals that
compel girls as young as 13, to enter 'dev
vyaapar (sex work)'. The girl's earnings
become the sole source of profit for the
family, causing her to discontinue her
education or explore any other career
possibilities. She grows old in the trade, often
ending up lonely and abandoned by her
family, clients and the community. Boys from
this community face discrimination because
of the work their sisters do, resulting in low
employment rates within the community.
At an event in Ratlam, the additional
superintendent, spoke about the efforts the
police were making, including the setting up

of special units to monitor cases of
trafficking, and awareness workshops
amongst the Bachra community, to
encourage them to not force their daughters
into this work. He praised the Yatra for its
intention of changing societal mindsets

“The law can only act once a crime is
committed. But the work being done by the
Garima Yatra is to ensure that the crime is not
committed in the first place."
In Jaipur, a meeting was organised with
over 200 lawyers, to discuss the role of
the law in preventing sexual violence. A
number of lawyers at the meeting revealed
perspectives that were misogynist and
discriminatory- highlighting the need to
educate and sensitise the legal community
to the experiences of survivors. In Gujarat,
violence because of inter-caste relationships
was raised, and in Haryana, the role of Khap
Panchayats in sanctioning sexual violence
was discussed.
In Kishangarh, the Yatra visited the village
of Badarsindri, where members of the Nat
community organised a program. Much like
the Bachra community, young girls from the
Nat community are initiated into caste based
prostitution, and trafficked and sold. The
program was unique as survivors from the
Bachra community addressed an audience
of women, from the Nat community.
A few curious men were hesitant to enter the
event- "We are from a lower caste community,
are we allowed to enter?" they asked
hesitantly. "So are we, assured a survivor
from the yatra, you are more than welcome."
Shared contexts of violence and loss, will lead
to a future of solidarity and resistance.
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A Bus Full of Dreams

“I came to the yatra at a low point. There is no progress in my case,
my family doesn’t support me, the village has boycotted me.
But I am leaving now with a sense of family and solidarity.
For yet others, it was to express emotions they have not in a long
time- “I haven’t laughed and cried like this in a long time.
It feels like a release.”
“When I first came, I was so shy. I used to turn away,
I couldn’t imagine saying what had happened to me in front of so
many people. But when I heard other women speaking,
I slowly realised, there is no need to feel ashamed.
I feel more confident now.“
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s the Yatra bus left from Mumbai on
20th December 2018 on its 65-day
long journey, its passengers were excited
and nervous. For many of the women and
their family members it was their first time:
leaving their village, the food they know,
the languages they speak, their families, to
travel across the country on a bus.
On this two-month long journey, they found
themselves in a new place everyday. Boarding
the bus in one city in the morning, sleeping
in another by night. Adjusting to different
climates, cuisines, languages, cultures.

The bus took survivors to many places for
the first time in their life; from the hills, to
cities, to the sea. Each moment was captured
on the phones, an update to families back
home. Endless cups of tea were consumed.
A silent space of comfort and understanding,
between women who did not have to prove
themselves to one another, to feel guilt, or to
explain. This shared experience ensured the
bus kept moving.
A visit was made to Bhateri, home to
Bhanwari Devi and her 26 year old struggle for
justice. An icon of the women's movement,

“I look up, and I see the whole sky,
I look down, and I see the entire earth,
Yet, who do I speak to?
Yet, who is there to listen?
Yet, there is no space for me.” *
The only constant was the motion of the bus,
moving 10,000 kilometres across landscapes.
The only witness to the experiences of the
survivors, their slogans, songs, silence, tears
and laughter. The keeper of whispers, secrets,
hope, question and aspirations. A safe space
for many who were meeting for the first time.
In the initial days, there was anxiety, hesitation
and fear. To recollect and articulate trauma
each day is not an easy task- yet for many of
the survivors, the act of repetition and sharing,
helped in catharsis, and confidence. After an
experience of sexual violence, internalized
notions of shame, guilt and self-blame run
high. It is difficult and painful to break these
patterns of thought and belief about one-self.

her story has set examples nationally and
internationally, yet little has changed in her
own village. She and her husband live in a
quiet corner, amongst residents who still
refuse to support her. "I will fight till I die.
I am not afraid of anything nor anyone",
she declared during an interview. Hosting
the yatra at her house was a huge risk for
her, given that no public program of this
scale, and on this issue has previously been
held. The night the yatra arrived, songs of
hope and courage filled the air in Bhateri,
as Bhanwari Devi watched her fight take
on new life, through the experiences of
younger women in the Yatra. The next
morning was a cruel reminder of social
apathy and discrimination. A rally through

* Folk song sung by women in DevgarhBaria, Gujarat. It is usually sung by women who have been abandoned:
widows, survivors of violence, those accused of being witches, those whose families have left them
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the village was followed by an event held
at the local panchayat office. Not a single
member of the village turned up for the
event. But Bhanwari Devi's spirit was not
defeated. Scoffing at the men standing
outside the gate, but refusing to come in,
she said, "They all stood and looked then,
that's all they can do now. But I will not
remain silent."
She continues to fight, undeterred.
The Yatra didn't derive its strength only
from its public interactions. Much of the
solidarities, friendships and connections are
formed behind the scenes. One crucial site
for this was the daily feedback meeting. A
review of each day was conducted, leading
to rich discussions and disagreements
between the group. Some issues that
were debated included capital punishment,
the role of tradition in perpetuating sexual
violence, and a lively rebuttal of comments
made by ill-informed guests at events, who
blamed the mobile phone for an increase in
sexual violence. These conversations were
anchored by the survivors, each keenly
observing and commenting on various
aspects of the Yatra. It was in these meetings
that the collective responsibility and
ownership of the Yatra was most clearly
felt, and it is these exchanges that should
continue to foster and strengthen future
networks for survivors of sexual violence.
Whilst on the journey, one survivor was
forced to return home early. Members of her
village had begun to taunt her husband,
insinuating that she had run away with
another man, as she had been away for a
month. This, in-spite of widespread media
coverage of the yatra. Her husband, unable
to confront the taunts, asked her to return.
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In another instance, a survivor who had
emerged as a vocal leader during the yatra,
began receiving death threats. When she
returned home, her family was beaten by the
accused and his community. Fearlessly, she
approached the media and after five years,
the police investigation finally commenced.
She is now safe and taking forward the work
of the yatra. These instances are a cruel
reiteration of the necessity to create spaces
like the yatra. The struggle continues.
As a member of the yatra remarked,
empowerment can only be realized if there
is a space that nurtures and encourages it.
The Yatra was a lesson in how to create and
build such a space. The sheer diversity of its
participants. Women, men, family members,
organizational staff, volunteers, local
partners, all from different caste, economic
and cultural backgrounds. The yatra was
representative of a cross-section of society.
There was space created for people to voice
their opinions and share their feedback.
A sense of trust and camaraderie ensured
that every participant on the yatra had
freedom to articulate their discomforts.
Living, eating and sleeping together ensured
the group was closely knit. Responsibilities
were shared. A sense of ownership was
cultivated from the beginning, ensuring
everyone was accountable to ensure the
yatra continued smoothly on its journey.
Traveling creates its own forms of knowledge.
As the yatra moved from one state to another,
traversing diverse cultural contexts, meeting
new people, debating and disagreeing, there
were simultaneous learning and unlearning.
The yatra proved to be a generative space,
full of ideas, possibilities, solidarities and
imaginations of an equal and safe future.
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Hinsa ke Mausam :
The seasons of violence
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If you want my soul to rest in peace, make sure he is arrested
“Please arrest him. That is my request Papa. I am leaving.
I am going where my grandfather went because
what happened to me,
has caused me a lot of pain. Please forgive me.
I didn’t want to die, but I had no choice?
He did a lot of things with me.. And I had to keep quiet.
Everyone in the school knew, but no one said anything.
When I told him I would tell my father,
he said he would spread rumors about me and
another boy in school.
He raped me, papa. And then he blackmailed me.
Now, there are bad rumors about me in school.
If you want my soul to rest in peace, make sure he is arrested.”
– Suicide note written by a minor survivor of rape
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When my daughter went to the bathroom in her school, she was raped
by her teacher. She didn’t tell me anything because he threatened her.
She refused to go to school for two days saying she was feeling unwell.
Two nights later, at 5 am, she swallowed poison and attempted suicide.
The next day she woke up with a stomach ache. I thought this was another
excuse she was making up to not go to school. I got angry and slapped
her twice or thrice. But when I came closer, I could smell medicine on
her. I rushed her to the hospital immediately. After examining her the
doctors said, “Your daughter has been raped”. That’s how we got to
know. I went immediately to the police station to file a report but they
would not cooperate, they kept us waiting. My daughter had tried
to commit suicide, but the police still wouldn’t take us seriously. So I
informed the media, it was only after that they filed the report. After
filing the report, they said we need to undertake a medical investigation,
including a DNA test. This still has not happened. Out of desperation,
I went to Lucknow, and met the Chief Minister. I went to the Child and
Women’s Welfare Department. Nothing happened. We went to court
and my daughter gave her testimony. Still, nothing has happened.
The teacher, he is from an upper-caste community. He has power,
influence and money. We are poor. Once the poor lose their respect,
they have nothing left. We have been boycotted by our entire village.
We had to shift homes. We now live at the edge of the village, close
to the forest. The perpetrator and his family repeatedly attack us. They
have thrown stones at us, taunted us and have also threatened to kill us.
One day, I met him on the road and he said, “So far, I have only raped
your daughter and nothing has happened to me. No one will believe
you. Now I will rape both you and her, in the middle of the entire village.
Let’s see what you will do then.”
It is all a money game. He has given lots of money to the police and
court, so they have closed the case. Because of the delay in my
daughters medical examination, she got her period, and the physical
evidence of the rape was erased. Everything can be bought – the police,
the court, the doctors. His family keeps pressurizing us, saying compromise
or we’ll kill you. They even offered us money. I don’t want his money. I want
justice for my daughter. Today he did it to my daughter, tomorrow he can
do it to any other schoolgirl.
I have lost everything. People from my village don’t interact with me,
they think my daughter is lying. My family doesn’t support me, they feel
I should have kept quiet. There is a struggle when we give birth to our

children, it is that pain that gives me the courage to fight. We can stay
hungry, lose our land, but we will not lose our respect. My daughter is
still in depression, she keeps suggesting we both kill ourselves. She
says she has suffered so much humiliation, how much more should she
tolerate? All I can tell her, is to not give up.
Coming on this yatra has given me a lot of strength and listening to
the other survivors makes me feel less alone. I don’t know the if we will
win. But I won’t give up. I believe my daughter and I will do whatever it
takes to fight for her justice.
Interview conducted with a mother of a minor rape survivor from
Lalitpur, Uttar Pradesh
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I ran all night
It was winter. I don’t remember everything about that day, but I remember

it was cold. There was a woman who would visit our house quite often. One
day, she took me to a famous fort near our house.. She promised she would
drop me back in a few hours. I got into a car with her and a few other people
who I didn’t know. Halfway there, they stopped the car and said “If you make
any noise, we will kill you and throw your body here. We are going to get you
married to a man, you have to stay with him.” They confiscated my mobile,
organized a fake ceremony, got me married and took me to Rajasthan.
I remember my first night. He kept me in a jungle and I spent it with him, two
other men, and a few dogs. They all ate, and I stayed hungry. I stayed with
him there for two months. He would beat me and then rape me. Then he
would ask, “Don’t you love me, why do you want to go back to your village?”
I realized the only way to keep him from beating me was by sweet-talking
him, and by telling him I wouldn’t leave. Even by mistake, if I said I missed my
parents or home, he would beat me.
In the meantime, my parents had filed a missing persons report, and the
police traced it back to that same woman. She admitted to the police that she
had abducted and forcefully gotten me married. The police ordered her to
bring me back. She called my “husband” and told him to kill me and dispose
of my body, instead, he continued to beat and rape me.
That is how six months passed. There were two women who would constantly
keep a watch on me. I couldn’t even urinate in private. One day, his sisters’
daughter was getting married and he took me along for the wedding. He
got drunk and was busy dancing with his relatives. I realized this was my only
chance, so I ran. I ran all night, across the fields. My lehenga (long skirt) was
pierced with thorns. At day break, I reached Jaisalmer. Somehow I found my
way to the police station. They weren’t willing to file my report, so I sat outside the police station and waited. I told them I wouldn’t eat till they filed my
report.
His family found me, they came to the police station to take me back. The
police said, “Your in-laws are here, your husband is here, he has given you
clothes, shelter and food, what more do you want?” They made it sound as if
I was being unreasonable. As though I agreed to this in the first place. I was
forced to return with him and his family. I had to tolerate his aggressive
behavior everyday. But I believed that my family would find me one day.
Finally, the Maharashtra police tracked me down, and brought me back to my
village. This was after a long period, during which my parents had to visit the
police station everyday. They police made excuses or would ignore them and
say “These adivasi people; they come and sit here everyday, they are liars.”
When I went missing, this woman used to spread false rumours in the vil-

lage. She used to say I ran away with that man by my own choice, willingly.
She asked people in the village to tell the police that I was lying. Eventually
she killed herself. She left behind a note saying, that she killed herself due to
harassment from my family. This led to further complications for us. It was the
n that they finally arrested him. He was only in jail for few months. Now he
is out on bail.
Before I was abducted, I already had two children from my previous marriage.
I realized that while I was with him I was pregnant. It was in my sixth month of
pregnancy that I escaped. When he was born, I struggled to take care of him.
He used to remind me of my experience there. A lot of people told me to
give him away. But somehow, I wanted to keep him. I grew to love him.
I am surprised I made it this far. Earlier, when I used to speak, I would stutter
a lot. My body would contract in fear. Being on this yatra has given me the
confidence to look people in the eye. I have met compassionate people, and
they have given me hope. I feel much stronger now.
Interview with rape survivor from Songir, Maharashtra
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What If the same thing had happened to your daughter or wife
or sister?
Sometimes I wonder why god didn’t kill me. Maybe I was supposed to stay
alive to tell this story. But this isn’t only my story. Everything I am telling you
has happened to many women in this country.
I lived in Ujjain with my husband, in-laws and two children. I was lured away
with the promise of a job by two men. They kept me captive in a field and
took turns to rape me. For six months, I was kept in a single room. Like an
animal. And raped. My body will never forget this experience.
They made me sign a piece of paper, saying I was married to one of them
and informed me that I had been bought for Rs. 2 lakhs. I had to live with him
for six months. Once I tried to appeal to the village head and he said, “This
is not my business, and I cannot support you.” I asked him, “Would this have
been your response if the same thing had happened to your daughter,
or wife, or sister?”
Somehow, I escaped. When I returned, my house was locked. My family was
nowhere to be seen. A neighbor told me that my family assumed that I had
run away. They had taken my children and left the village. I had nowhere to
live. I had to go to the railway station and sleep there for a week. I had no
money, no clothes to wear, no food to eat. My condition was very bad. I
cannot describe it to you in words.
During this time, I kept visiting the police station and begging them to file
my report, but no one listened to me. They would laugh and insist that it was
my fault. There is no respect for a woman inside the police station. Finally out
of desperation, I went to the Superintendent of Police. I told him, “You better
write my report or I will kill myself right here. That’s when my report was
written. My medical examination was conducted a week later. By then, the
body also erases evidence. During my medical examination there was only a
male inspector. By law, it is mandated that there should be a female inspector.
How are we supposed to feel comfortable with a man watching us?”
It didn’t get any easier in court. They asked me all sorts of questions: “Where
did he touch you?”, “How did he touch you?” “For how long?”It is not easy for
us to answer these questions standing in front of everyone. “There should be
a curtain behind which we can stand and speak . Allow us some privacy.” It is
very difficult to stand in front of the rapist and his family and give testimony.
In court, there are always more people who accompany the rapist. The
survivor usually stands alone. Right outside the court, they begin to pressure us to change our testimony. They offer us money or threaten to kill us.
It is difficult for us to understand much of what happens in the court. We
keep getting handed papers regarding our case. But we can’t read. And no

one answers our questions. I am not complaining, I am stating- this is what we
go through. I navigated through all this by myself. There was no one with me.
When I went to my parents after I escaped, they told me I was dead to them.
My husband refused to talk to me. When I tried to meet him, he beat me so
much, there was blood flowing everywhere. My children weren’t allowed to
see me. I am still fighting a custody battle for them. I was alone and broken.
But somehow, I gave my testimony. No one believed me. But tell me, if I was
wrong, why would I have come back? When a woman is left alone like this, is
there any other option for her, but to consider suicide? The thought crossed
my mind many times. But somehow, I moved beyond that.
That’s why this Yatra is important, because it is time we came together.
To change the way society thinks. If we continue like this, women are not
going to give birth to girls anymore. Why do we not have society’s support?
We work honest jobs, we take care of our families, yet when we go through
violence, we are left alone. Is society afraid because we are speaking out?
Let our message travel swiftly across this country. Our families, communities,
society, the police, everyone needs to change their mindset. We have already
been through a lot, don’t push us deeper into the quicksand. It is not us who
lose respect after being raped. The shame is not ours to carry, the fear is not
ours to bear. I hope through this yatra, our voices get louder and stronger.
Interview with a gang-rape survivor, Ujjain, Madhya Pradesh
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Marriage is not necessary
In the months I had to spend with him, I didn’t sleep. I was always afraid that if I
closed my eyes, he would do something to me. I was sleepless for seven months.
It happened during the monsoon. A woman from my village, in Betul, who
worked as a contractor got my family a job outside our village in Pune as
construction labor. Shortly after she suggested that I work for another
company, as there was better pay. She took me to Bhopal, where we spent
one night. I was quite unwell, and could barely walk. The next day, instead of
taking me where she promised, she took me to the railway station. We got off
somewhere near Shajapur and shortly after, two men arrived. They forced me
into an auto and shut me inside a room. They took away my mobile phone. I
spent the night there. The next morning, 8 am onward, different men began
to come see me. I felt like an animal in a cage. One of them bought me for
Rs. 55,000/- the highest amount offered. I was forced to go with them to their
village. No one answered any of my questions, and if I tried to say anything,
they would hit me. The next morning, they placed a knife to my throat. I was
forced to give them my Aadhar card details, based on which they created
false paperwork. 10-15 people arrived in a pick-up truck. This included the
head of the village. I was taken to a temple and forced to wear a sari. Then I
was taken to the court and made to sign some documents. They told me I was
married. They took photos of me holding garlands and told me that they had
already paid the police a bribe, so filing any kind of report was useless.
I would be put in jail.
The next morning, the woman, the contractor from my village, left. I tried to
follow her, but he caught me. He threw me on the bed, beat me and raped
me. The following months were a blur of the same routine. If I screamed or
cried, his family would also beat me. Once his brother hung me from the fan
with my dupatta. Another time, his father beat me with a stick. They would
torture me into silence.
For seven months he raped me. I tried running a few times but on every
gate there was a lock. I don’t think there was a single day that I didn’t cry.
Over time, I had to learn to live with him. Whenever he would ask if I would
run away, I would deny it. I would say, now my life is ruined, I have to live
and die with you. But secretly I had faith that my father would find me. That
hope kept me alive.
My father had lodged an FIR four times at the police station. Instead of
writing that I was kidnapped, the police filed a report saying I was missing.
They did not conduct any further investigation, because they had already
been bribed by the woman who had kidnapped me. It was only after the
Jan Sahas, put pressure on them, that they caught the woman. By then I
was pregnant. My father traced me down and even came to see me, but

they wouldn’t let him near the house. Finally the police arrived, and I told
them the entire story.
After I was rescued, my relationship with my father had deteriorated. He could
not handle the shame and stigma. He would displace it on me and beat me.
By this point, I was not scared of anything. I told him, you can beat me or kill
me, but I am not going to run away or apologize, I did nothing wrong. Over
time, he began to support me. My mother has always been on my side.
No one can really understand the pain, sorrow and humiliation a woman
goes through during this kind of violence. After I came back, I was repeatedly
taunted by people in my village. They kept saying, you have lost your respect
and honor, now who will marry you? Marriage isn’t necessary. What I went
through has instilled a lot of strength in me. I can live independently. People
say, ‘I stayed there for so long’, they still mistrust me. If I went of my own will,
why would I return? I have stopped trying to explain myself.
I hope no other woman goes through what I have been through. That is why
I have joined this yatra.
Interview with survivor of rape, Betul, Madhya Pradesh
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My grandmother, my mother and I
Experiences from the Bachra Community
I live with my mother and daughter. I wake up early, prepare food for my
daughter, and send her to school. Then I go to work. I spend the day meeting
young girls and their mothers, from my community. I try and persuade their
mothers to send their daughters to school. I make note of anyone who might
need legal or health related assistance. Then I come home and help my
daughter with her home-work. After finishing all the house work, I sleep.
My life was not always this simple. I was born into the Bachra community in
Mandsaur, Madhya Pradesh. We have a long-standing tradition, where at
puberty, girls are initiated into prostitution. The family usually lives off the
earnings of the girl. She is forced to leave school and do this work. She has
no choice. It has been going on for years, my grandmother and my mother
too was forced into this, I used to like school. People in the village would
make fun of my mother for trying to educate me. “It’s not like she’s going to
get a job, why are you wasting money on her education?” It is difficult for
people from our community to get jobs. They discriminate us because of
the work we do. When I was in class 10, my father died. It became difficult to
sustain the house-hold. People in the village began to taunt me, " there is no
one to take care of your family, it is your responsibility." So I was forced
into this work.
I was 15 years old when I began to accompany older girls on their jobs. That
is how you’re supposed to learn. I remember feeling very scared the first time
I was alone with a customer. I was just beginning to understand my own body.
I didn’t know how to process what was happening. Slowly I began to learn. I
learnt that customers pay a high price for the first time. Even up to Rs. 5,000/- I
learnt that as a woman grows older, the value for her body decreases. I learnt
that women like us can’t get married within our own community, we can only
marry our customers. I learnt how to deal with customers who were drunk and
abusive. If you fight back, they won’t give you any money. I learnt to tolerate
how everyone looked at me in the village. Education is not accessible for girls
like me. I learnt that inside that room, with the customer, you are truly alone. I
felt ashamed about myself.
This continued for three years. There was a customer who used to visit me
regularly. His friends would also visit me, and he didn’t like that. So he asked
me to marry him so that I could stop doing this work. He offered to pay for
all my expenses. I agreed. It was the only way out of this work. I gave birth
to a daughter. Till she was two, he used to visit me regularly. There was no
shortage of anything. Then one day, without any reason, he left me. I called him
many times, but he never answered.

The following two interviews have been conducted by members from the ‘Bachra’ community,
from Mandsaur, Ratlam and Neemuch in Madhya Pradesh. In this community, minor girls are
initiated into prostitution by puberty. It is sanctioned as a caste-based traditional occupation
and results in high rates of sexual violence against minor girls.

By then I could not want to go back into this work. I found out about Jan
Sahas and started attending meetings and joined work. My mother was
happy. My relatives and members of the village were not. After all, they
lost a source of income.
I am happier now. I want to educate my daughter. I don’t want her to
experience anything that I have. I have not told her about the work I did.
I wonder if she will find out when she grows up. I was lucky to have a supportive
mother, very rarely do people ask a girl what she wants. It is my first time speaking
publicly about what happens in our community. I still feel ashamed. This yatra has
helped me step forward and speak out.
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You see it all around you
I grew up in a large family, in Rupavali, Mandsaur (MP) with five sisters and
three brothers; I am the youngest. When I was in class three, my family began
talking about sending me into prostitution. I was very scared, but my parents
forced me. I ran away from home, and went to my sister's house. There too,
all the girls were doing this work. They told me that I had no choice if I wanted
to survive. I returned home and continued this work for two years. I was only
allowed to study till class five. When my brother enrolled me in further
studies, my parents tore up the form.
I was about twelve when I began doing this work. I had to observe the older
girls. I was very embarrassed. Our houses are all next to one another. When a
customer comes, we take him inside our house and latch the door. Everyone in
the village knows. You see it all around you. You grow up with the knowledge
that you have to do this work. When I was younger, I didn’t fully understand
what was happening. Customers would come, high on opium or alcohol and I
had to give in. I had to give all my earnings to my parents. This continued
for three years.
I met him when I was fourteen. He drove a truck and used to visit me. We
went to a court when I was 16 and got married. We left the village and
built a separate house. We began to farm. We live by ourselves, noone in
the village talks to us. We are daily wage workers, and it is much better
than doing what I was earlier.
The entire system is like quicksand. It's designed so that the girl can’t escape.
A ‘Jaati’ (caste) Panchayat determines our lives. For example, in our community,
dowry is paid to the girls family. But if the marriage fails, the girl has to pay
double the amount to the boys family. The Jaati Panchayat decides this amount.
They also keep a certain percentage of it. There is no other source of income and
the girl has to return to dhanda (prostitution) to repay this money.
There is a feast and celebration when a girl gets her periods for the first time, All
the earnings go to the parents. It was through my earnings that my brother got
married. I wasn’t even given a portion of my family’s property. All the money I
earned was through dhanda and not even one rupee was given to me. The only
money I ever got in my hand was through working on someone else's farm.
In this line of work, a woman’s body is never her own. It is for everyone else’s
profit and pleasure. As she grows older, she often contracts diseases. Her beauty
wanes. Then she has to sell herself for lower rates. If customers don’t come to the
village, she has to go to the highway. Some women live together there and they
share profits they make from the highway. Eventually she is isolated and
abandoned. Thrown away like garbage. If she has a daughter, she tries to
educate her. But most often, less is in her hands and the cycle just continues.

Marriage is not an easy task, the boy's family will not accept a lower caste
bride. Most often, the man cannot handle the estrangement from his family.
So he stays with her for a year or two and then when the shame consumes
him, he abandons her.
I have come across many stories similar to my own struggle;, some far worse.
My goal is to try and break this cycle. Families are quite resistant to this. They are
suspicious of me, they think I’ll distract the girls with promises of education. This
impacts their livelihood too. So I don’t talk directly of leaving dhanda, but I try and
convince them of the benefits of education; how it ensures respect. The name
Bachra carries stigma and shame. Boys from this community do not get jobs, as
people assume they will live off the earnings of the women in their family.

I have joined this yatra to talk about this tradition. This is rape. Minor girls
are raped 10-12 times daily by customers. The fault lies with the parents and
families who control our lives. I don’t want other girls to suffer the same fate. I
joined this yatra, to build pressure on breaking this tradition once and for all.
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He pointed a knife at me
I am from Jhabria in Madhya Pradesh. My husband and me work as agricultural
labor on the farms of upper caste people in our village. One day after finishing
work, we went to the owners house to collect money. He said he would pay us
only if my husband took care of the cattle at night. We usually work only in the
day, why did he ask us to stay back at night? He refused to pay us, until my
husband did what he said. After eating dinner, my husband left for work and
I went to sleep with my daughter.

Late at night, I felt something moving by my feet. I opened my eyes. The
landlord pointed a knife at me, warned me not to scream. He asked me to
do exactly as he said. I started to scream but he pressed the knife against
me. He raped me. I had my periods when this happened, I remember. I
told my husband what had happened as soon as he returned home. The
next morning I told my family, and they came with me to file an FIR.
We went at 9 am to the police station, but as soon as we reached, we were
surrounded by the family of the accused. They kept intimidating us. The
police inspector kept us waiting for two hours. It was 5 pm by then and I went
in to request the inspector to file my FIR soon as I had left my child alone at
home. In an irritable tone, he agreed, but said it would be better if I stayed
silent, warning that I may get raped again for filing a report. Then he asked
me “Where did he touch you? Where did he hold you? Are you sure you’ve
been raped?” I told him,” I have four children, I know what rape is." He
asked me, which god I believe in? I said, "All gods." He asked me to place
my hand in a bowl of water and swear I was telling the truth. I did. By that
point, I was desperate. He laughed. Finally, he wrote the report. When I
went for my medical examination, they examined me and said, there are
no marks that you haven’t been raped; this is a false case. My hand was
bruised from the knife cuts, but they did not give me any medicine. When
my case reached the court, I remember the monsoon had arrived. The
bus routes were closed because of water-clogging in my village. I didn’t
have money to afford the travel to the court, so I had to miss the first
hearing. Somehow I managed to collect Rs. 220/- to reach for my second
hearing. That’s when I gave my testimony. The judge asked me why I came
to court? I told him I was raped. The defence lawyer accused me of having
taken Rs. 40,000/- from the accused, to compromise the case. I denied
it. I stood there for nearly three hours, explaining to the judge why I was
there. Soon after, the police forced me to leave. I remember screaming
at this point. I told him this is what you call a ‘Nyay ka Mandir’ (Temple of
Justice) Is there no place for me here? The hearing was stalled and was
postponed it to the next day. We stayed the night , outside the court with
our both our children. Hungry, cold and wet.

The next day they kept us waiting for nearly four hours before the hearing.
No news. If it was anyone in my place, she would have lost courage. They
insisted that I find witnesses. I asked, “It happened inside my house, what
witness would I find there? I was alone at home, I am the witness.” No one
from the village stepped forward to support me. Finally, after pressure
from Jan Sahas, he was arrested.
This cost us a lot. For six months we couldn’t eat properly. I had no words
to explain what anything to my children. I spent those six months crying.
Only my husband stood by me. My family told me I had lost my honor. A
lot of my husbands’ friends would taunt him, saying your wife has been
with another man. Sometimes, he would also get irritated and beat me.
Only when you go through this, you realise what it all means.
Three months after he was arrested, he was released on bail. He began to
roam freely around in the village as if nothing had happened. My husband
saw him, and just to taunt me, he would say, "Your lover has come back,
go greet him.” I would also grow angry. I could not hold myself back and
one day I found him took my slipper and beat him in front of the entire
village. They were all watching and I told them, “Don’t you dare question
me, or ask me to prove my truth. I don’t need any of you.” I had to do it.
If I hadn’t hit him with my slipper, that slipper would have been used to
hit me. I had to make a public demonstration of my truth. That’s when my
family really believed me.
It's been five years since the case is on, but people still don’t stop talking.
To get away from their taunts we built a small house outside the village.
We live there. It's hard to get work, so I work at my in-laws house. I feel
stronger after this experience. But even now I think twice before saying
anything about it. How should I say it? Who will listen? I know I got attacked
because I am from a lower-caste. We have to step out of our houses, we
have to speak out, we have to find better job opportunities. If people work
together, their strength will build. That is why I have joined this yatra. We
have to work together, to ensure our own justice.
Interview with a rape survivor, Jhabua, Madhya Pradesh
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She stopped talking
It was around the time of Raksha Bandhan (festival where sisters tie a band
around the brothers' wrist in exchange for protection from him throughout
her life.) My daughter told me that morning that I should go visit my
brother, since I hadn’t visited them in a long time. So I decided to go for
a day. I left home at 6 am. My daughter left shortly after to fetch milk. He
began to follow her. She noticed him and to avoid him, she took a different
route through the fields. But he caught hold of her. She asked him not to
touch her. He responded saying he would rape her. He strangled her. He
beat her. He threw her on the ground. Then he removed her clothes, and
he choked her. At this point, she fainted. She regained consciousness when
she heard someone call her. She could barely stand. He had beaten her
so badly, her eyes were filled with blood. My sister found her on the side of
the road, unconscious, a few hours later. She was stone cold. I didn’t have a
phone, so they could not contact me that night. They told me much later.

When she regained consciousness, she told them she had been raped.
By then, they managed to contact my husband and me. We rushed
back. My husband was very disturbed. He has never had an argument
or fight with anyone. Why would someone do this to our daughter? As
soon as we returned, we went to the police station. They wrote down our
complaint, but shortly after received a call from some politician asking
them not to take action. After the medical examination, we came home,
and told everyone in the village. They were very supportive. They even
held a protest for us. That’s when the police paid proper attention. After
admitting our daughter to the hospital, we hardly had any money left.
We visited the court to get a date for our hearing. We spent many
hours waiting. When the judge started his enquiry, he asked us all
sorts of irrelevant questions, insinuating that we had personal vendetta
with someone in the village. We told him we had never had any issues
with anyone in the village. He called our daughter to state her case.
The accused was also present in t he court. The judge scolded my
daughter, asking why she had gone out alone. She gave her testimony
but she was nervous and afraid, seeing that same man in the court room.
She was not unable to reveal all the details properly.
I don't know where we stand with this case. We have not gone to court
again. The culprit is in jail. He gave a statement, but we were not told
what it was. Nothing was explained to us by the public prosecutor.
We didn’t even know how to respond in the witness box.

My daughter now lives with my brother. She quit her education and
hardly talks to anyone. She shivers, when she has to respond to anyone.
We are afraid to let her out of the house. . The culprit has threatened to
kill us. There is a lot of fear. I am afraid each time I go to the field. What if
they kill us? What if he escapes from jail. We live under constant fear.
We have found some support through this yatra. We hope that the
accused realizes his mistake in prison. What he did to my daughter, he
could do with anyone else. There has to be action taken against such
crimes, otherwise how will anything change?
Interview with mother of a minor rape survivor, Dewas, Madhya Pradesh
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It was all burned down
15 days before my daughter turned five, she was raped.
One portion of the wall in my house was broken, and I had no money to
rebuild it. But we lived there, as we had no other choice. I had gone for my
sisters' funeral. and my family was asleep. My daughter was sleeping with
my wife. Two men entered the house, took her outside to the field, gave her
adulterated liquor. She became unconscious and they gang raped her. They
left her in the fields and escaped. When my wife woke up, she heard dogs
barking. The whole village gathered to find my daughter. They saw two men
running at a distance. They found my daughter in a bush, covered in blood.
My wife immediately called me, and I rushed back.. Holding my daughter
in my arms, I rushed to the hospital. They denied her admission, refusing to
admit her. At that point, I was filled with rage. I have never experienced anger
like that. I went straight to the police superintendent’s house. I told him that
I am a citizen of this village, and that my daughter has been attacked and is
about to die, and the hospital was unwilling to admit her. The SP and his wife
asked my daughter what had happened. She narrated the entire incident
and she could even identify the two men., She was too young to understand
that she was raped.
She was admitted to the hospital immediately and my daughter was referred
to a hospital Kanpur. The village was in support of us and had blocked the
roads to protest against what had happened to my daughter. . As a result,
thirteen of them were arrested. So now, out of fear, the village has withdrawn
support. In the meantime, my house was burned down. We did not have any
trunks, so I had stored money all our savings in the mattress. That was the
money we received as compensation. It was all burnt away. My farming tools
set to fire. When we told the police, they refused to file the report. They said it
must have been an accident. I knew very well that it was the accused's family
members who burned down our house.
The judgment was in our favor. They are in jail right now, preparing for bail.
My daughter is in the hospital. She cannot urinate or defecate. The doctors
don’t know if she will be able to walk. As her father, I feel quite helpless. Who
will marry my daughter? How will she work? Who will look after her after we
die? I am not sure if there is any form of justice that can solve this. I have
joined this yatra with the hope that something will change.
Father of a minor rape survivor, Banda, Uttar Pradesh
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In the moonlight, I was able to see everything
The roads are very bad from Kattunamod to Dehu. We were traveling on
my bike and it was around 8.30 pm. My wife was sitting behind me and I
was struggling to keep my balance on the road. Suddenly, I noticed on my
rear view mirror two bikes were following us. There were riding triples on
both bikes. Sensing danger, I sped up. But since the road got worse, they
managed to overtake us, and forced me to stop.. My headlights lit up their
their faces. They asked for our name and address. They took my wallet, and
snatched my wife’s managalsutra (wedding chain). It split into pieces. They
pulled her off the bike, I tried to stop them but I could not fight six of them.
I tried to run and signaled to my wife to run the other direction. I don’t know
if she understood, but I began to run. I tried reaching out for someone, but
they caught me.
They threw me to the ground and beat me brutally. They treated me like an
animal. They were heartless. When I tried screaming, they tried to choke me.
How could I fight six men?
They pulled my wife by her hair and took her in the darkness. The moon
was shining brightly that night. In its light, I saw what they did to her. I saw
everything. I wanted to save her, but when I tried to get up, another man hit
me on the head. He twisted my leg and hit it hard. I can't walk anymore. My
leg is useless. I can’t put any weight on it. I kept begging them to leave my
wife alone. All the six men surrounded her. I couldn’t stand up. I could only
watch.
I feel as if my entire life passed by in those minutes. They pulled us both to
our feet and threatened to kill us. My wife began pleading with them to let
us go because we have children to care of. She assured them that we would
not tell anyone about what they had done to us. Just then, there was a light
from a pick-up truck that stopped nearby. They held our mouths so tightly; we
couldn’t make a sound. The men from the truck had stopped to urinate, but
our attackers suspected I had called someone. They fled. It was only 15-20
minutes later, that we could stand up. I tried to make my bike stand, but I
couldn’t. I found my mobile phone in my pocket and called my father. He
came to pick me up with my younger brother. As soon as they saw us, they
understood what had happened. They consoled my wife, but she could not
stop crying. They wanted to take us to the hospital immediately. But I asked
them to take us home and poison us. I did not want to live. As soon as we
reached home, I fainted. I didn’t gain consciousness for a long time.
When people in our village first found out, they were very supportive about
filing the complaint. They put pressure on us to file the case, because such a
crime could affect more people in the village. Initially,my wife was reluctant,
but she agreed after some pressure. We filed the report eight days after it

happened. Immediately after filing the report, we began receiving threats
that we would be killed and our bodies dumped near the lake. They said they
would first kill my daughter, then my parents, then my wife, and finally me.
When I told my family this, they got angry that the men will go unpunished,
putting their lives in great threat and danger. They keep taunting me that they
have lost their face in the village because of us and that we have ruined their
lives. The situation at home got so bad that we had move. Now, we live on
the other extreme of the village. People throw stones at our house, and if we
complain, no one listens. My family wants me to withdraw the case.
It has been seven months since we lodged the complaint, and the law has not
punished these men. Everyone looks down upon our house. There are rumors
in the village that I am selling my wife to other men. People keep taunting me
, they say, “Your case is taking so long, it must be false.” They think I am living
off my wife’s money. I feel very broken inside. I have stopped leaving the
house. My only hope is the verdict to be in our favor. If the men are punished,
then we have reason to live.
In Chittorgarh, the situation is very bad. Incidents like these happen on an
every day basis, and they go unreported. I hope that we can set an example
of breaking this silence. Hopefully in the future such incidents won’t occur.
Even if I withdraw my case now, I will never get my dignity back. That is why
I have decided to fight.
I feel very conflicted about my wife. I married her and it is my responsibility
to take care of her. I will not leave her. But if she was my sister or daughter,
who would have married her? People wouldn’t have believed her, if I hadn’t
supported her. It is difficult for me to go out anywhere with her, because of
the way people look at both of us. Society has created distance between my
wife and me. She is irritable, she cries a lot and is constantly afraid. She wakes
up in the middle of the night - sweating and screaming. She doesn’t trust
anyone. She barely eats. I scold her affectionately and tell her to forget that
day. But she misunderstands me. She feels that because other men have
touched her, I won’t love her anymore. She is insecure that I will leave her.
But that is not true.
Only the two of us know what we went through that night. They had bruised
her back so badly, she couldn’t walk for a week. The physical evidence might
disappear, but our memory of it will always haunt us.. That is why we have
joined this yatra. We will fight for our justice.
Interview with the husband of a rape survivor, Chittorgarh, Rajasthan
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The back door is still not fixed
Seven years have passed. We still haven’t got the back door fixed. Seven
years since he entered from that door.
I was sleeping. He held my mouth shut and raped me. I managed to grab
a sickle that was lying nearby. I hit him with it. There was blood everywhere.
I began to run. I didn’t take the main road, I was afraid he would find me.
I took all the short cuts till I reached the main road. I reached the police
station in that state, visibly hurt and shaken. They refused to file my report. I
was made to wait. By then my husband arrived. As we waited, the inspectors
kept eating. Samosa, Poha, Tea.

My report was filed five- six hours later. At noon, we went for the medical
examination. The nurse put her hand inside me, she told me this was
standard procedure for any rape case. Only much later I found out this
was illegal.
When we got back, he was standing near our house. He told my husband,
"If you all stay here, I will kill you." Thankfully my children had gone to
their grandparents house for the holidays. Out of fear, we stayed with my
sister for a while. But by then, the news was out. Representatives from Jan
Sahas asked us to register the case. I was suspicious of them. I told them
that our experience doesn’t count for anything, no one will listen. Life
teaches you where you stand in society. But they persuaded me and I filed
the case against him.
The reason I was reluctant is because the man who raped me is upper-caste.
He supplies milk, water and manure to the village. No one would be willing
the side of a lower caste woman. Also, they were afraid of him. Everyone
would bow down to him. The only time they start boycotting him, was when
the water tanker started coming to our village.

He is my neighbor, I have to see him every day. He has already attacked
my children, twice. He robbed our house too. Once, he harassed me
when I was going to the bathroom. He threatened me and told me
to compromise. I said I would file another case against him , but he
laughed and said no one would care for what I said. I had to go three
kilometres away to fill water. He threatened me that he would cause me
harm if I was seen alone. I My husband believed me the first time. "But if
something happens for the second time, won’t he mistrust me?"
But I am less scared now. My children have grown bigger, I have help from
the organization. After I appeared on TV, people from my village began to

support me. But even now, my family is suspicious of me. If I talk openly,
laugh, or get dressed up, they say, "Look at her, she’s behaving normally
as if nothing happened to her."
"Am I supposed to look sad and be miserable for the rest of my life?"
Sometimes, when I look at him, I want to kill him. Seeing him everyday is
a constant reminder that I still have not got the justice I deserve. That is
why I am on this Yatra. My sisters and I, we deserve justice. It is time for the
courts to hear us.
Interview with a survivor of rape, Dewas, Madhya Pradesh
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Don't shatter her dreams
The first year of my marriage passed by without much trouble. I was
eighteen, and was learning how to adjust to a new house and a new
relationship. My mother-in-law used to fight with me over house hold
chores, but I was able to deal with it. My father-in-law would drink every
night. Slowly, his behaviour toward me started changing. First, he would
complain about the way I cooked food. Then he began to insist that I
serve him food. If my mother in law or brother in law took food for him,
he refused to eat it. He would get drunk frequently and beat everyone
in the family. He would abuse me and my family. He would slur, “Beti
(daughter), your father has not given us anything he promised as dowry.”
This was a lie. My father had paid two lakhs as dowry. Then my motherin-law also began to beat me. Initially, I didn’t tell my parents, because
I thought she had a right to do it, as a mother-in-law. But it got more
frequent and worse. I had tell my parents. My father landed up at our
doorstep with everyone from the village. My mother-in-law promised
everyone that she would not beat me anymore. I did not mention to my
parents that they were demanding more dowry from me.
For ten days there was peace. One night, when my husband and his brother
had gone for a wedding, there was a knock at my door at midnight. It was my
father-in-law; he was very drunk. I opened the door thinking something was
wrong. He started shouting at me for taking the matter to the panchayat. He
said I had publicly humiliated him. He began pulling my saree. “Now let’s see
if your father will come save you”, he laughed. He threw me on the bed and
groped me. I began to shout and cry. My mother-in-law, came in and slapped
me. She said, if you want to live in this house, you will do what we ask you to.
Somehow I escaped. I ran into the other room and locked it from inside. The
next morning, when my husband returned, I told him everything. He tried to
speak to his parents about it, but his father started beating him. We packed
our bags and left.
My parents were supportive, my father suggested we file an FIR. The police
refused to take down the complaint. “It is your family matter, you resolve it.
Why do you want to tarnish your reputation, by saying all this about your in
laws?” Finally, we were forced to write a letter to the collector who informed
the SP. By this time, they had bribed the police. They turned my statement
into a domestic violence case. Meanwhile, his family sent people to beat up
my father. He was hospitalized for three days. No FIR was registered against
him for harassment.

So far, I have attended three court hearings. All three times, the date
got pushed. The lawyer pretends to have misplaced our file. I know my
father-in-law has bribed him.

I don’t look happy anymore. I am scared all the time. My face has aged. I am
worried that they may kill my husband or father. They could even murder me,
and present it as a suicide. I had dreams of studying but I barely leave the house
anymore. My head is filled with doubts and questions. On some days, I blame
myself for registering a case. My parents got me married with so much hope and
happiness, and this is the result. But on other days, I know I have to fight.
I am on this yatra because I heard some stories about girls in situations
like mine who committed suicide. I just want to tell others like me that we
shouldn’t be scared. We don’t have to kill ourselves. I also want to tell society
not to torture the women who are married into your homes. She leaves her
family with the hope of finding a family in you. Don’t shatter her dreams.

Interview with a survivor of sexual and domestic violence, Tikamgarh,
Madhya Pradesh
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BEAUTY: a burning sensation
How do we measure a woman’s worth?
Through her beauty.
I used to love driving my scooter. Many people in my village would pass
comments, about how I was roaming around too freely. But I didn’t pay
any heed. It was my time with the road. It was one such evening, it was
around 7.30 pm and while I was returning home, a bike passed by me
with three men. Suddenly my body was overwhelmed with a burning
sensation. I couldn’t understand why but my body was on fire.
Somehow I managed to reach home. My mother took one look at me
and started panicking. We called for an ambulance. I kept trying to
assure her that I would be fine. After I got admitted to the hospital I
realized they had thrown acid on me. I remember their faces clearly.
I knew who they were. But the police wouldn’t listen to me. They kept
telling me I was mistaken. They kept warning me to be careful before I
cast any aspersions. Can you guess why? The accused is a powerful
upper caste man in my village. He is powerful and has a lot of money.
He was in the same line of work as me. I believe he was jealous
because I was more successful than him in a short period of time.
Men don’t like it when women perform better than men.
My father’s health deteriorated after what happened to me. He had a
stroke and passed away. I started taking care of things at home. I hardly
had any time for myself. All I remember is that it was summer and my
injuries would burn a lot more. I was determined to get justice. I kept
going to the police station. I even tried to meet the Chief Minister. After
a month, they arrested the accused. Now they are all in jail.
The first six months were the most difficult. I wanted to die. I could not
recognize my own body. I felt distant from my body, myself. My relatives
would make it worse by telling my mother that she should have not allowed
me work, but instead should have got me married. They strongly believe that
none of this would have happened, and that my father would still be alive. Is
this what a girl’s life should be? I was angry all the time. Sometimes I wish
they would all suffer what I had been through. Burn the way I did.
My only support is my mother. She gives me the courage to fight. I
don’t worry too much about what people say anymore. Perhaps, I am
no longer beautiful, perhaps no one will marry me. But I have reached

a place of strength within myself. There are many forms of violence
inflicted on women. It is time we stopped keeping silent. It is time we
cleansed ourselves of such shame.
Interview with an acid attack survivor, Tikamgarh, Madhya Pradesh
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To save our respect
My eldest daughter liked watching TV. We didn’t have one, so she would
go to my relatives house to watch. Her sister, my youngest daughter, went
with her. On their way home, my elder daughter stopped to relieve herself
in a nearby field. Her sister was waiting for her. But she never came back.
We searched all night and finally went to the police station in the morning. They told us the Chief Minister was visiting on that particular day and
they refused to file our complaint. We waited all day. I could not eat or
drink water. The next morning, they filed our complaint. 13 days later, my
daughter was found at a railway station.
They took her to the police station and immediately admitted her for
medical examination. By the time we arrived, she was taken to the court.
When we got there, she had already left for the Bal Vibhag (Children's
Sessions court). It was here where I finally saw her. She refused to look at
me. I tried talking to her. She replied in one-word answers. I was crying in
front of her. But she would not talk to me. The most difficult experience for
a mother is if she cannot communicate with her own child. She refused to
come home with me. I tried to assure her, that I will not blame her. I
wanted to comfort her but she refused to stay with me. They took her away
to the women’s shelter. That is where she has been staying. I don’t know
what she must have been feeling.
The police told me she had been raped. The accused is from our village.
He lives in the house opposite ours. I don’t know why he did it. What he
did. I just know that my daughter no longer speaks. I have gone to meet
her twice or thrice in the shelter. She just stares at me blankly. Meanwhile
people in my village suggest I get my daughter married to the accused
- to save our ‘respect’. Even his parents agreed, because that will lead to
a compromise in the case. I chose not to succumb to this pressure. He has
tortured my daughter. He has scared her into silence. She is repulsed by
the entire world.
People have sick minds. They say my daughter went with him of her own
will. The lawyers also blame my daughter for what happened. Everyone
suggested I take money and keep quiet.
I will fight for my daughter. I will free her of this blame. Only a mother
knows the truth about her daughter. I am filled with sorrow. I fight for her,
but one part of me feels I have lost my daughter. I want to talk to her,
console her and tell her that she can trust me. I want her to be happy, to
laugh, to get married one day. I want to hold her.

I have come on this yatra to tell mothers to stop blaming their daughters. If
we don’t stand by our daughters, no one will. They only have us in this entire
world. And I want to tell everyone else- to stop shaming our daughters. Stop
preying on them, and then blaming them. I get courage by listening to other
women’s’ stories on the yatra. I have met mothers who are facing the same
dilemma as me. There is some comfort in knowing I am not alone. It gives me
strength to continue my fight. I will not stop till my daughter’s name is cleared.

Interview with a mother of a minor rape survivor, Ujjain, Madhya Pradesh
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You have heard my story before
26 years and still fighting. Still fighting with my village and my family to
find acceptance. Still fighting blame. Still fighting shame. One wonders
what has changed in almost two decades of fighting?
It has been 26 years, but I have not forgotten. I will carry that memory for
my whole life. Perhaps, I will only forget it when I die.
Maybe you’ve heard my story, but let me tell you again. I used to work
with women’s welfare department. On the order of the local collector,
I intervened in the marriage of a nine month old child in my village. I
tried speaking to both sides of the family: particularly the Gujjars (upper
caste community) who had sanctioned the marriage. They said all the
preparations have been made; it was a matter of reputation. Finally, the
police landed up at their house to stop the marriage. They came out later
claiming there was no marriage and that the family was only organizing a
pooja. Clearly, they had been bribed.
They escaped getting arrested, but they were angry. One evening, as I
was leaving the field with my husband, five men surrounded us. They beat
my husband and two of them raped me. The price I paid for doing my job.
When they were done, I went home and started cooking dinner for my
children. There was blood on my clothes, there were signs of a fight on my
body and clothes. My bangles were broken, my earrings were missing. My
hair was all over the place. Their eyes were filled with questions. I could
not bring myself to tell them. How would I explain? So I just said their
father and I had a fight.
The next day, I went to the police station to file the complaint. It was not
easy. What worth are the words of a lower caste woman against an upper
caste man? My case has been pending for 26 years. The two men who
raped me are now dead. God has punished the accused, but the law has
not. I still want justice from the court. I want everyone who doubted me,
laughed at me, to look me in the eye and tell me they believe me.

My house is surrounded by their land on all three sides. They are dead, but
their families continue to threaten us and force us to compromise. The
village still remains silent in fear of them. We don’t get any information
about government schemes. We don’t get invited for festivals. No one
talks to us. Not even my children. They advised me to drop the case. It was
difficult for them in the village, with so much unpleasant talk about their
mother. They too are silent. That is fine with me. Let everyone remain silent.
I will continue to speak.

I am filled with hope being a part of this yatra. I draw strength from all these
women who are fighting the same fight I was, 26 years ago. Speaking freely,
without shame. If nothing else, life brought us all together. At least, we will
continue to support one another.

Interview with Bhanwari Devi, Bhateri, Rajasthan
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14th January 2015. Makar Sankranti
14th January 2015. Makara Shankranti. I woke up early to begin my
household chores. My family was out. I filled water, cleaned the house
and stepped out to check the field. As I was walking, two boys kidnapped
me. They took me to a house quite far from my village. There they told me
I had to say that I was married to one of them. They told me if I didn’t do
this, they would put my parents in jail. I was made to sign some papers. I
had to live with him for five months. He beat me and raped me. His aunt
used to hit me with a chimta (tongs). I didn’t have any clothes to wear.
They also made me work. After six months, they decided to sell me. They
began to call people to come see me. They kept telling me to forget my
parents. One day they took me to a public chowk, where I was supposed
to meet someone who was ready to buy me. Somehow my parents found
out, and I was rescued.
The boy used to live opposite my house and my mother was very afraid he
would kidnap me. So for a month and a half I stayed somewhere else. Ten
days after I had been rescued and my report was filed. But the police did
not include rape charges in the FIR. Only sections of domestic violence
and dowry were included. Instead they wrote what happened was
consensual, because I was married.
Two years passed. I was alone at home again, making rotis (bread). I
heard some sounds outside. I opened the door to find his entire family
sitting outside. He came into the house, threw me onto the floor, pressed
my neck and raped me again. Then he ran out. When my mother came
home, I was sitting on the bed and crying. I had burnt all the rotis. When
she found out what had happened, she fainted. She couldn’t believe it
had happened again. I tried to console her, I told her that I would like to
go and file the report. At the station, they turned us away. “Again you’ve
come? How many complaints will you file against this family? It must be
your fault, not his.” They kept laughing. Taunting. “How did he do it? For
how long?” They said my medical check-up would reveal my lie. Then,
the female inspector hit me.
Finally, they took me for the medical examination. They inserted two fingers
inside me and confirmed that I was raped. My case moved to the court.
Five years have passed. There is a case of domestic violence and dowry
against him. He filed a counter case against me, claiming I had hurt him.
In retaliation, he harassed my younger sister. We filed another case. Now
we meet only in court. My life is passing by amidst these cases.

My family left the village. His family continues to threaten us. It became
impossible to live there. Everyone turned their back on us. I felt very isolated
and alone. Why did everyone think it was my fault? I did not even know him.
I began to fall sick very often. During the first few hearings, when I saw him
standing opposite me in court, I used to get the sensation of fainting. Slowly
I began to gather my courage. I began to give my testimony openly. He was
eventually imprisoned for five years. I hope he gets a life-sentence.
This yatra is the first time I am speaking so publicly about what happened to
me. I am no longer scared about my future. If I can survive this experience, I
can survive anything life throws at me. It is liberating.
Interview with a rape survivor, Dewas, Madhya Pradesh
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A mother's search
We were searching for our daughter for an entire year.
My daughter was 16 years old when she was raped by a distant cousin.
The man was 30. He was married and had a five year old daughter.
When she went missing, my husband and I searched for her alone. No one
came forward to help us. I am disabled, my leg does not function properly.
In that condition, I walked, searching all night.
Finally in sheer helplessness, we went to the police. They refused to help us.
“She must have gone on her own,” they said. We had to make four trips there.
The station is four kilometers away from our village. The connectivity was very
poor. We had to go there four to five times, and sit for hours at the station,
arguing with them till they agreed to search for her.
It took them one year. In the meantime, there were many false leads. I went to
Bhopal, Gujarat and finally to Maharashtra. In my condition, I traveled, hoping
to find my daughter. When they finally tracked down the accused, they found
out he had sold her for four lakhs. We wanted to go with the police to find her.
The police said the taxi would cost Rs. 8000/- I used to cook in a school, my
husband is a daily wage worker. This was a lot of money for us. Somehow, we
collected it. When we reached the area where she was being kept, we saw her
sitting in front, her blouse was torn and her hair was messy. She was also
pregnant. She ran up and hugged me and said “Ma, please take me home.” At that
moment, having found her, I felt I was the richest person in the world. We spent that
entire night crying.

We had to take her to the hospital because of her condition. The government
hospital delayed her treatment and so we had to take her to a private hospital.
They said she needed to be operated for her delivery. They kept asking for her
husband’s name, his aadhar (Unique Identity) card. I told the head doctor, she
has been raped, the accused is in jail. Then she asked me for a bribe. I had to
go back to the village, collect Rs. 2000/- and pay her. Only then they began
treating my daughter.
She could barely stand without support, she was very weak,. She kept saying,
“you can kill me, burn me if you don’t believe me, but I didn’t do anything wrong.”
She told me how he kidnapped her and kept her in a room with many other girls.
She told me what he did with her.
When they recorded her statement, they locked her in a room with the
accused. She was scared but somehow she managed to give her testimony.
It was difficult to travel to the court in those days because she was pregnant.
All the lawyers would pressurize me, telling me to compromise, given that my
daughter was in this condition.

When we returned to the village with the child, everyone suggested we kill it.
Throw it away, or crush the child with a pillow. I got really angry with everyone.
How can I kill my daughter's child? Won’t that make me a murderer?

The person I worked for in the school fired me from the job. A year later she
apologized to me. My parents refused to talk to me initially. My husband and
I were completely alone. Family is a farce. They torture you and deceive you.
I do not need anyone’s support. Not from my village, my community or my
family. I take care of my daughter and her child. We are poor but at-least we
have each other.
Society is blind and deaf to our troubles. I have joined this yatra to show that I
will not back down. The determination of a mother cannot be broken. We will
continue to fight.
Interview with a mother of a rape survivor, Neemuch, Madhya Pradesh
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How many more times do you need to hear the same thing?
How many more women need to cry, need to scream, need to die, need to
feel shame, need to struggle, before the government will take notice?
In 2014, a boy from our neighbourhood began harassing my daughter. He
began stalking her. One day, he caught hold of her, and almost raped her.
She managed to escape. There were five such incidents over the course
of two years. I went to the police after the first incident. They refused to file
my report. They kept turning me away saying the investigation is under
process. Meanwhile, his family filed a false complaint against my husband
and brother-in-law for ‘harassing’ his sister. I approached the police man
and questioned him about the false complaint, he responded laughing,
and said , “If you had paid us the, we could have got you justice.”
I approached the welfare department. I approached the superintendent.
I approached the Chief Minister. Tell me, is this how a justice system
functions? Where should a mother go? I want to ask the government, how
many more women should die? They can’t bring the dead back to life,
but can they protect those who are still alive? Or should we all collectively
drink poison and kill ourselves?

And it is not the government alone, everyone in my village disbelieved
me. That is why I am a part of this yatra, to hold everyone accountable,
who shamed my family. Since we lodged the complaint, his family has
been threatening my daughter. They threatened to kill her in front of
the police. The police did not do anything. . People from the village are
abusing her. They have thrown stones at my house. How much is my
daughter supposed to suffer?
How many more times do you need to hear it? These kind of incidents
are happening every day. Do we deserve this indifference? Why are we
being tortured like this? I have the strength to speak like this after being
a part of this yatra. When I first joined, I was also scared. But I realise the
more we keep quiet, the situation will only get worse. That is why this
yatra is important. See us, hear us. We will not tolerate this any further.
Interview with mother of a survivor, Jhansi, Uttar Pradesh
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Missing
My daughter had big dreams. She wanted to work and study at the same
time. I was afraid, but I wanted her to have the opportunity. She wanted to
move to her aunt's house in Indore. On the day she was leaving, a distant
relative of ours offered to drop her. On the way, he kidnapped her and took
her somewhere else. She kept pleading with him. He told her if she opens her
mouth, he will kill her.
He took her to a brothel and. raped her repeatedly. He sold her off to another
man for Rs. 50,000/- That man fabricated another story that he was taking care of
her because she was his niece and her parents were dead. That way, the money
would go directly to him. He sold her to a third man for Rs. 3.5 lakhs. She had to
stay with that man for a month. You can imagine what happened to her there.
Then, that man came back, and sold her to a fourth man for Rs. 4.5 lakhs.
Meanwhile, I went to my relative’s house and demanded he tell me what he had
done with my daughter. He denied any knowledge about her whereabouts. I
took him with me to the police station. The police asked me to check at various
relatives homes.

I filed a missing person’s report. The police assumed she had run away.
They didn’t investigate the case properly. I went to the police station in
the neighboring station and there too, they refused to file my case. They
kept laughing about how girls elope at this age. That’s when I realized that
nobody is going to help me find my daughter. I felt helpless. I considered
consuming poison and ending my life, but then I realized if I am gone, no
one will look for my daughter and she will suffer alone.
We are quite poor. I don’t even have a motorcycle. I spent Rs. 5000/- traveling
across Indore trying to find her. My father suffered memory loss because of his
grand-daughter's absence. That relative’s family kept visiting us and observed the
downfall of our family. But they didn’t say a word even though they knew she was
only eight km away from us.

Somehow, I managed to track down the man who sold her. I went to his
house accompanied with the police. He had a record of being in jail but he
threatened me that I could do nothing to him. He served me tea. Suddenly
I heard my daughter’s muffled cough inside. “Papa are you there?” I forced
my way into the room. She was held captive there. With a plate of food, some
water, a mosquito net and a place to urinate.
They arrested all of them, but soon after they got out on bail. My daughter
told me how she had been repeatedly trafficked and raped for seven months.
Her medical examination did not show any evidence even though she was
raped repeatedly; it was over such a long period of time.

After the first hearing, they stopped appearing in court. They collected up to
seven lakhs from using my daughter.. I wanted to claim that money back.
I wanted to use it to rebuild her life. The villagers still continue to assume that
it was my daughter's fault. They have stopped coming home or talking to me.
Between running from the court and police station, I had to stop working.I hardly
have money to cut my hair, shave my beard or buy shoes or clothes for myself.

Everyone kept asking me if my daughter had run away. I always believed my
daughter. All she wanted to do was work and study. Her life was ruined. She
had lost her mind, living with so much stress and trauma. The way she talked
and the way she walked had completely changed. She is afraid of closed
spaces and continues to lives in fear.
But she is better now. She is married with a child. She workss at a company in
Pitampura and she earns Rs. 16,000/- per month. I got her married because I
did not want her to waste her life away in trauma.
I have joined this yatra to tell every girl to not trust anyone blindly. Even if they
are your relatives. Even if they are family. One must always beware.
Interview with a father of a rape survivor, Khargon, Madhya Pradesh
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He has to go back to jail
Everyone in my village has been asking me to take the money and
compromise. If their daughter was raped, would they close the case in
exchange of money? Would they be able to sleep peacefully at night?
My daughter was sixteen years old when this happened. She was raped by a
45-year old upper caste man from our village. He also has a 20 year old
daughter. On that particular day nobody was home, I had taken my other
children to a mela in the next village. My husband had gone for work. My
daughter was alone at home. She had to go out to fetch water. On the way, this
man asked her if she wanted to see a rabbit. She declined, saying she had to
fetch water. On her way back, he lured her to accompany him to see the rabbit.
He raped her in a field. She cried the whole way back. but somehow managed
to return home. She went to my sister in laws house since nobody was in our
house at that time. My sister in law called my husband, asking him to return
immediately. He was unable to as he was digging a well. He is a daily wage
worker and he would lose that day's pay if he left mid way. Somehow they got
in touch with me and I rushed back home.
My first instinct on hearing her narrate the incident was to scold her for
stepping out alone. But she had to complete household chores, it is not her
fault. When will we stop living our lives in fear?
We went to the police station to file the complaint. By then, we had already
started receiving threats asking us to keep silent. The police gave us the same
advice instead of doing their job. Rumours started spreading in the village
about how I am characterless and how my daughter is immoral. They offered
money for our silence. Would they have taken money if their daughter was
raped? I asked his family, if my husband had done this to his daughter, would
he have compromised the case?.
I don’t know the status of our case right now. There are many documents
given to us by the court which I cannot understand. The questions they asked
me were trying to prove me as characterless - for example, When did I get
married? How old was I now? How old is my daughter? They conveniently
concluded that the mathematics does not match. They asked if I had given
birth to her before getting married? How are these questions related to what
happened? I know the perpetrator got bail two days after he was arrested. I
see him every day and so does my daughter.
When there is no option but to fight, one gives it their best shot. My daughter
mostly stays at home now. After the incident she had to discontinue her
studies. She didn’t want to face her friends and teachers. She was scared filled
with shame. For a year she didn't go anywhere but just sat at home. Recently we
have applied for her to complete her tenth grade exams. We hope that she will
be able to move on and get back to study.

I know it will take time, but I want her to be happy. I want him to be in jail and
not be seen roaming around in the village with his head held high. He still
continues to threaten us. He deserves to be in jail for what he did, only then
people will know he is at fault and we were telling the truth. That is why I have
joined this yatra. I will fight this case till the very end.
Interview with mother of a rape survivor, Neemuch, Madhya Pradesh
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I have no reason to feel ashamed
How long will they stay angry? Since it happened, my husband and
in-laws have left me. But only if I continue to fight, I can prove that it
was not my fault. Maybe, they will accept me again.
It was on a dark night when I was washing utensils outside my house.
My daughter was playing next to me. A car stopped, two men got
down, picked up my daughter, put a knife to her neck and asked me
to sit silently in the car with them. She was only one and half years old.
I was very scared, I went and sat in the car. They kept us hostage in
their village and raped me for seven days. They did not let me see my
daughter the whole week. After a few days, I began pleading with
them to let me go back to my husband.
But they had other plans. They wanted to sell my daughter and me.
Listening to them talk, I realized they’ve done this before. I had to find a
way out. On the eighth day, while his mother was in the toilet, I picked
up my daughter and ran into the nearby sugarcane fields. I kept running
and reached the nearest crossroads. They saw me and started following
me. Somehow I found a lift from the crossroads and reached my in-laws'
house. They were all shocked to see me. I did not receive a warm welcome.
They assumed I had run away. My husband showed some support and courage and took me to the police station. It was five in the evening by the time we
reached the police station. They told us it was too late to file a complaint. That
night my in laws beat me and threatened my husband that if he took my side,
they would leave.

Somehow, that night passed. I went back to the station but they refused
to file our report saying that the two men who had kidnapped me had
already paid them Rs. 30,000/- They asked us for Rs.50,000/- That is how
much is costs to register an FIR. The delayed the entire process. They
examined me 15 days later, using the two-finger test. I never received the
report, but was told it returned negative. By then, no trace of the assault
was left. If they had done it on time, they would have found the evidence.
The court room was even worse, they asked obscene questions. “Did he
take all your clothes off? “Was it small or big?” “Where did he touch you?”
I felt very lonely and embarrassed to answer such questions. Sometimes,
I wish I could forget what happened to me. But it is impossible. People
in the village instead blame me. They told my in-laws I was characterless.
They are more worried that I may corrupt their daughters. I am no longer
part of any family gatherings or festivals. Because of this, my family also
didn't get any work Even, my family abandoned me. All I have left is my

daughter. We live with my parents. Initially, my husband supported me.
But slowly people’s suspicions began eating him as well. “Why didn’t I
cry for help?” “Did I know those men from before?” “Why didn’t I escape
earlier?” Gradually, these taunts created distance between my husband
and me. Now he too believes if I was a ‘good’ woman, I wouldn’t have
gone with those men.
Wherever I went, I had to hang my head down in shame. I felt like an
outcast. But slowly, I realized I have no reason too feel ashamed. I
began to gain my confidence back slowly. The accused came out on
bail after two months of being imprisoned. He keeps threatening to
hurt my daughter. I am scared for her, but I am also determined to clear
my name. That is why I have joined this yatra. I want my husband and my
in-laws to accept me back. I want society to believe me. That is why I am
sharing my story. After all, how long can one remain scared?

Interview with a rape survivor, Ujjain, Madhya Pradesh
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Moving ahead,
Looking forward
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VISION FOR
A SAFER INDIA
FOR WOMEN
AND CHILDREN
Comprehensive
Rehabilitation is key

Not their fault

Stop supporting
perpetrators and
sexual deviant
behaviour

Invest in creating a
constructive discourse

Fully functional stop
crisis centre in every
district in India

Justice delayed is
Justice Denied

Law and policy to end
commercial sexual
exploitation of children

The two-ﬁnger
test has to stop

Ensure effective
implementation of POCSO

90

POCSO

T

he Dignity March culminated in New
Delhi on February 22nd, 2019. The event,
hosted in Ramlila Maidan, saw participation
from celebrities, civil society organizations,
media, the police and lawyers. Most
importantly, it was attended by 5,000
survivors and their families. It is important
to mention that in many cases, fathers,
brothers, sons supported the women in
their lives to be on the yatra. As was
mentioned repeatedly at the culmination
event, the responsibility to tackle sexual
violence is not the only the survivors it
requires various stakeholders to come
together, to create an enabling and
supportive environment.
It is important to acknowledge and highlight
efforts that have been made in this direction.
At the culmination event, ‘Dignity Awards’
were given out, an effort to commend
individuals and organizations who have
done significant work in their respective
fields to reduce sexual violence. The
recipients of the award are as follows:
1. Bhumika Women’s Collective |
Hyderabad
Bhumika Women’s Collective was started in
Hyderabad in 1995 with a vision to promote
lives free of violence for women. The Bhumika

helpline began in 2006, to offer immediate
services to women in cases of family violence
and atrocities. Till date, 11,135 women have
called to Bhumika Helpline for legal advice
and support. The collective functions as a
liaison between the police and organizations
working for women and children, creating
networks between community work and
support systems that can rehabilitate women.
Bhumika also runs six support centres in
women’s prisons and police stations in
Telangana and Andhra Pradesh. Around
5,000 people have reached out to their
support centers for counseling, legal
services and other aid.
2. Dr. Meera Sajvani |
Retired medical practitioner,
Rajawadi Hospital, Mumbai

When Dr. Meera joined Rajawadi hospital, she was
given charge of the gynecology department where
they received a lot of cases for the medical
examination of survivors of sexual violence in
the department. She realized that the medical
practice needs to change for survivors of rape
to feel confidence and trust in doctors and
nurses. She also recognized the crucial role
medical practitioners play in ensuring the
survivors have a strong case in court. She
began to advocate against the use of the two
finger test. Over time, public prosecutors
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began to consult with her, to understand the
scope and limitations of medical evidence, in
the context of legal proceedings. Her efforts
have resulted in survivor sensitive practices
that have been institutionalized and integrated within hospital services.

3. Jyoti Thakur |
Superintendent of Police, Bhopal
Since 2006, Jyoti Thakur has been committed
to tackling crimes against women and
children, particularly of sexual violence.
Under her jurisdiction, several awareness
programs were actively supported like
‘Operation Muskan’ and Operation Suprabhat
that are aimed at promoting women’s safety.
She also made a conscious effort to spread
awareness regarding various helplines run
by the government, including on aspects
of comprehensive sexuality education. She
has been successful in ensuring the arrest of
perpetrators who were involved in cases of
rape and trafficking of women and children.
4. Leela Solanki |
Station in charge, Sajapur
During her career, Leela served in Khargon,
Dewas and Sajapur as a sub-inspector. She
has worked extensively to get justice for
women and children, and been a part of
various awareness programs on POCSO
and human trafficking. During her posting in
Dewas as Sub- Inspector, she was associated
with the Nirbhaya Cell and District Family
Consultation Centre for three years, where
she helped over 3000 families. She has
dealt with over 300 cases of sexual violence
against women and children- and secured an
acquittal in nearly 80% of them.
5. Geeta Devi |
Mother of a survivor, Jhansi, Uttar Pradesh
Geeta Devi is a 48 year old courageous
woman from Jhansi, Uttar Pradesh. Her
daughter was raped multiple times by a 27
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year old boy from the same village. Geeta
and her husband have been fighting for
justice since 2015, in-spite of repeated
threats from the perpetrator and his family.
They also received no support from the police
or doctors. The accused family filed a counter
case, of fake sexual violence, saying that the
victims father had violated the perpetrators
sister. However, in spite of all this pressure,
Geeta’s courage was not broken, and she
continues to fight to get justice whilst
ensuring her daughters education.
6. Harleen Kaur |
Manas Foundation, New Delhi
Manas Foundation is a New Delhi-based
registered trust that was founded in 2000
by a group of mental health professionals in
response to their experience of the growing
need for community-based mental healthcare.
During the journey of mental health
interventions with disparate women’s
groups in the country, Manas realized that
there was a critical gap between mental health
and gender justice in Indian society. Through
various state-run homes and centres, their
work was primarily alongside women and
children, who were survivors of trauma and
abuse, giving them an insight into the
causes and possible solutions for combating
the ill-effects of violence. They have been
engaged with the perpetrators of violence
as well, which has given them an all-round
understanding of the nature and various
aspects of violence. Through this psychosocial
lens, Manas incorporated principles and
techniques of psychology to enable
behavioural and attitudinal change in the
society in order to create safe and equal
public spaces for women. So far they have
trained over 4.5 lakh individuals on gender
sensitization who are commercial vehicle
drivers, DTC marshals, employees of various
corporates across Delhi NCR, non-teaching

staff members of numerous schools and
police personnel.
7. Mohammed Akram Sheikh |
Advocate, Indore
As a public prosecutor, he has worked on
critical cases under the POCSO act. In one
of the cases, the accused was given life-long
imprisonment. He has been instrumental in
fighting for the rights of survivors within the
courtroom.
8. Santosh Dewda |
Daily wage worker, Dewas
When Santosh saw a girl from his village being
taken away by a perpetrator with an intention
to sexually abuse her, he stopped him and
rescued the girl. Later the perpetrator arrived
at his house and threatened to kill him and his
family if revealed the incident to anyone.
He faced threats of rape of his mother and
wife, because he continued to support the
survivor. The accused was from a dominant
caste, and a repeated criminal, so no one from
the village had the courage to stand against
him. Santosh made efforts to persuade the
people in the village and sought help for her
survivor. As a result, another girl mustered the
courage to reveal that the accused had also
violated her. Thanks to Santosh’s efforts, the
accused was put behind bars.

Conclusion:
There are certain patterns and fault-lines of
sexual violence that carry across cultural
contexts. It is necessary to recognize the caste
dimension that operates in many instances of
sexual violence. As seen from the accounts
given above, perpetrators often hail from
upper caste backgrounds, wherein the act of
rape combines power and assertion over the
woman and her body, but also the community
she comes from. The act of rape is not
limited only to sexual desire: it is also a tool
and strategy of oppression and revenge.
The intersection of caste, class, religion
become crucial to understand the challenges
a survivor then faces, in accessing justice.
As the testimonies from the yatra repeatedly
echo, legal, police and the medical apparatus is
actively discriminatory toward marginalized
communities. The loss of dignity a survivor faces
whilst being sexually violated is reiterated in
her experience with systems that are supposed to promote and protect her rights.
This proves that progressive legislation holds
no weight if not implemented correctly and
lack robust mechanisms of accountability
and regulation.

The key challenge was the one posed
to society. It is convenient to place the
responsibility on the shoulders of the
government. But it is equally important to
recognize our roles in the perpetuation of
and silence that surrounds sexual violence.
As the experiences shared above illustrate,
justice is often meted out at a daily level, by
people closest to the survivor: her family,
community, relatives etc. It is the mistrust
and suspicion that causes the survivor to
internalize shame and guilt. In most cases it is
seen that the family/community pressure the
survivor into silence, out of fear for their own
honor and reputation. The survivor stands
alone. It is necessary to build a constructive
discourse around sexual violence, one that
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holds the perpetrator accountable, whilst
recognizing that the act of violence does
not determine the entirety of the survivors
life. She has the ability and the right to move
ahead and forge her identity outside of what
has happened to her. She has the right to
pursue justice. Family members need to
listen, believe and be willing to recognize
violence within their own families and
communities. Caste based traditions and
sanctions must be challenged. Survivors
must not be blamed for violence that has
been inflicted on them- irrespective of their
age, gender, appearance, sexual history,
mobility, choice of occupation, marital status,
caste identity or economic position. None of
these factors impinge on her constitutional
right to dignity and justice. It is crucial that
society changes its perception of the survivor
in order for steps to be taken toward a more
gender equitable future, where there is zero
tolerance toward sexual violence.
To conclude, the most significant work often
happens behind the scenes, off the stage.
The yatra would not have been possible
without the help of several well-wishers:
the local organizations that hosted and fed
participants, organized events and extended
their support to working together on this issue
; contributors who extended their support
monetarily and in-kind to ensure the yatra
continued to run smoothly. This includes
various toll-tax officials who waived off the
tax allowing us to cross state borders, and
Sulabh Toilet Complex employees who
allowed us to use their premises for free ;
the captains of the bus that sturdily ferried
the participants across 24 states: Durbar and
Bhaiyo, who drove tirelessly and cheerfully
and the staff of the Rashtra Garima
Abhiyan who managed logistics in countless
locations, organized and facilitated events,
ensured safety and comfort of all participants
and kept energy and motivation levels high
with songs and slogans.
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The Yatra might have culminated, but the
work against sexual violence continues. The
Yatra has succeeded in building networks
across the country, with community
members, civil society organizations,
medical, judicial and police officers,
government representatives. In the future,
Rashtriya Graima Abhiyan intends to create
forums for survivors in 200 districts across
the country where they can voice their
concerns and make their own demands.
They will also focus and advocate for the
demands mentioned above to make justice
more accessible for survivors.
The Yatra has created a public conversation
around a stigmatized issue. It has enabled
women from minority contexts to step
forward and claim their space. It has attempted
to expand the scope of debate around
sexual violence, beyond just legal redressal, to
socio-cultural accountability. Most significantly it
has succeeded in building a network of survivors
of sexual violence, an important step toward a
movement against sexual violence. Shaped
by their experiences, the network will remain
attentive and sensitive to the ground realities
of violence, rather than operate from a
privileged distance. The movement will continue to grow from here, across cultures, geographies and contexts to promote a society
free of violence against women and children.
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