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Woman is the centre of the wheel of life.
She is the heartbeat of the people.
She is not just in the home,
But she is the community,
She is the Nation.
One of our Grandmothers, Anishinaabe Elder
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Opening Quote: http://reflectionsoutdoors.wordpress.com/native-quotes-and-teachings/
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Project Overview
There have been numerous victories in the flight for women’s equality across the globe.
From the emergence of the Women’s Action Forum to challenge dictator Zia-Ul-Haq’s regressive
laws (in Pakistan); to the strength of the Gulabi Gang formed to target caste violence (in Uttar
Pradesh India); to the United Nations commitment calling for the elimination of violence against
women. However, despite such progress, many women still face systemic barriers to social, political
and economic equality.
According to Statistics Canada (1993), half of all women in Canada have experienced at
least one incident of sexual or physical violence. When family violence occurs, an overwhelming
percentage of those harmed are women and we know that risks of family violence increase with a
woman’s precarious status (i.e. immigration status, poverty, ability, sexual orientation, gender
identity, etc). The Beyond Our Lineage- B.O.L. - Speak! (B.O.L.) campaign aims to understand and
address issues of gender violence in our South Asian communities.
The name, “Beyond our Lineage - B.O.L.,” was adopted to signify and speak out against the
intergenerational impacts of violence as “bol” translates to “speak” in several South Asian mothertongue languages. By challenging the silence, the campaign hopes to strengthen familial and
community relationships and create safe supportive spaces for women to speak out. The project is
run through Newcomer Women Services Toronto (NEW), with support from the Ontario Women’s
Directorate Neighbours, Families and Friends (NFF) campaign.

Year 1:
B.O.L. Campaign Overview
Research Based
Campaign

Intergenerational
Leadership Training

Social Media
Outreach and
Sharing Circles

Year 2:
Campaign Revision and Repeat
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The project researched evidence based practices from North America, United Kingdom,
India, Pakistan, Bangladesh and Sri Lanka. We held interviews and focus groups to tap into the
expertise of our community leaders. By building on this local and international knowledge, the
following workbook is a research summary completed during the summer of 2014. This document
aims to provide a list of resources for community leaders as well as space to reflect on their
previous experiences. We look forward to collaborating with all of you to continue for the advocacy
of women’s equality!
Sincerely,
Urooj Shahzadi,
Project Coordinator, Newcomer Women’s Services Toronto
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Overview: The Neighbours, Family, and Friends (NFF) Campaign
As a provincial wide educational campaign, the Neighbors, Families and Friends campaign
(NFF) aims to raise awareness about the warning signs and risk factors associated with women
abuse. It emphasises the strength of intrapersonal and community relationships by suggesting how
small actions can help to reduce isolation and advocate for safer, healthier communities.
Strategies such as “See it, Name it, Check it (SNCit)” are emphasized and NFF brochures are
available in several different languages, covering subjects such as Safety Planning, Speaking to
Abusive Men and Recognizing Warning Signs of Abuse. During the course of the BOL campaign we
will be distributing NFF materials in multiple languages to our program participants.

For more information about the NFF campaign, please visit:
http://www.neighboursfriendsandfamilies.ca and http://www.immigrantandrefugeenff.ca
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Selected Statistics from the Research – re: Violence & South Asian Women
As with many communities, violent crimes are often underreported.


1 in 5 women have thought about taking their own life as a
response to domestic violence (Mahapatra, 2012)



53% of women said their husbands or in-laws threatened to get
rid of them (Chaudhuri, 2014)



66% of women tried to “became unnoticeable” in their homes
to avoid abuse situations (Chaudhuri, 2014)



“Eve-teasing” is an indirect expression used in parts of South
Asia for public sexual harassment or molestation of women by
men



South Asians have the highest proportion of unmet mental healthcare needs (Islam,
2014)



Posttraumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) and depression were the most frequent
psychological problems reported by Tamil women (Kanagarathnam et. al., 2012)



Economics stability, future of their children, and isolation from the community were
the most reoccurring factors for women considering leaving their abusive households
(Mahhapatra, 2012; Ahmad, 2013, Chaudhuri, 2014; Islam, 2014)



Only 2% of SA women reported leaving their homes permanently due to domestic
violence (Mahapatra, 2012)
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Research Summary – Emerging Themes
How do we Define “South Asian”?


“South Asian” is an adopted umbrella term used to identify individuals who have a common
place of origin from the subcontinent of South Asia.



Specifically, but not limited to, the regions of Bangladesh, India, Pakistan and Sri Lanka are
included in definitions as well as Tamil, Punjabi and Indo-Caribbean communities.



It is important to note that each community under this umbrella term is geographically,
religiously, culturally and/or linguistically diverse in their own practices.

Understanding Violence and the Home




Violence can take many different shapes and forms in our society and homes.
Research reveals a limited understanding of the vast definitions of abuse.
Common misconception that violence can only be physical; however, physical violence
often occurs after two or three forms of abuse have already occurred.

Below is a list of common forms of abuse that can occur in our homes. Please fill in any missing
forms of violence:

Violence in the Home
Type of Violence

Definition

Example

Physical

Act of abuse causing bodily harm

Last week, Reena’s mother-in-law,
Paamitha, threw a hanger at her for not
listening to her command. Reena has
sustained several abuses over the years due
to Paamitha’s actions.

Emotional

Includes verbal and non-physical
and/or negative remarks at/or
about an individual

When her friends come over, Reena’s hears
Paamitha openly saying, “I can easily find
my son Thalipan a new wife -- who is fairer
than Reena.”

Sexual

Pressure or coercion to carry out
sexually acts when someone does
not want to

Every evening, Thalipan forces Reena to
have sex with her when she repeatedly says
no.

Isolation

Ignoring or removing someone’s
presence in a home

Thalipan talks for hours with his parents
after work about his job but does not allow
Reena to join in the discussion.
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Economic
Disempowerment

Commodification

Depriving someone from financial
stability and independence

Equating someone’s worth to a
monetary amount, service and/or
familial status

Paamitha thinks Reena shops too much with
her friends so she decides to restrict Reena
weekly allowance in half without consulting
her.
Reena tells her daughter that she should get
married shortly after graduating high school
so that she can bring honor to the family
name by marring into a better caste.

The Role of Patriarchy
Patriarchy can generally be defined as a system of global governance that privileges men over
women in society. Please note patriarchy is not specific to any culture, religion, class, race,
ethnicity or group of people. Of the many theories that try to define patriarchal origins in South
Asia, there are two reoccurring theories:
1) The misinterpretation of religious texts and scriptures
2) Colonial hierarchal structures and ideologies left behind by the British
3)
Find a partner and discuss – Your Definition of Patriarchy:

Please review the research articles in your training guide and fill in the blanks. For women living
under patriarchal conditions, rigid gender roles can be enforced when:

i.
ii.
iii.
iv.
v.

Women become the primary caregivers in the home
Actions are closely monitored by others
There is very little room for self-agency and fulfillment of personal desires
______________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________
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vi.

______________________________________________________________________________________

Additional factors make newcomer women susceptible to violence. Please fill in some factors that
are missing:














Isolation and removal from immediate kin
Increased dependency on husband and in laws
Limited language/communication skills in new country
Immigration to a new country
Limited knowledge of community supports and/or legal aids available
Stress due to poverty or unemployment
Precarious immigration status
Unstable economic support
______________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________

Thus, rigid gender roles, unbalanced familial powers and lack of power in the home are some of the
reasons lead to violence against women. These are also same reasons that lead to violence for South
Asian community members who identify as lesbian, gay, trans, bisexual and queer, in Toronto and
back home. Please note that members of the LTGBQ+ community face a ‘triple jeopardy’ of
additional experiences of harassment and violence of identifying as a woman, LTGBQ+ and South
Asian.

Family Dynamics in our Homes and Communities
Mixed family structures often complicate traditional Western notions of violence that result from a
partners desire to attain dominance and power over their spouse. In many South Asian families it is
common for extended family members, especially in-laws, to live/move in with their children after
marriage.
Traditional notions of violence result from the desire of one partner to attain dominance over the
other partner.


Ex: Akish yells at Parnita to maintain his authority over her in their marriage; so
that she will do everything he desires.

Dynamic notions of violence must take into account extended family members and the relationship
they have between control and dominance in the home.
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Ex: Parnita fears her husband Akish because of his verbal assaults. But, after his
mother Rajni moved in, Parnita has begun to fear her mother-in-law since she
heavily encourages Akish’s violent actions towards her.

Transgenerational Abuse:
If women move in with their in-laws after marriage without supportive structures, especially if they
leave their home country; they risk losing family, friends, work, economic and community support.
Furthermore, where rigid gender roles are enforced, violence is more likely to occur.
For example, if a woman’s self-agency is restricted from a young age, often times it is only when a
woman grows older, that she can hold some authority in the home; this is a contributing factor to
the reproduction of violence between mother-in-law/daughter-in-law relationships.
Do you Agree or Disagree – Please Discuss.
What are 3 ways you think that the BOL project can support better relations between
mother-in-laws and daughter-in-laws?
i.

______________________________________________________________________________________

ii.

______________________________________________________________________________________

iii.

______________________________________________________________________________________

Abuse as a “part of our culture” is often used to justify gender
violence



Violent acts against others are a criminal offence under both
the Criminal Code of Canada and the Ontario Human Rights
Code (see in Resources section).



No culture and/or religion is founded on the basis of violence
and/or violent tendencies.



Violence can occur as a result of power imbalances due to
various socioeconomic factors.



Patriarchal systems of governance exist across that world and
support rigid gender roles, laws and policies that privilege men
over others in society thus resulting unfair treatment of
women, girls, elders and trans people.
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The Impact of Violence on Children
The reason for many women to stay in an
abusive relationship centers on a child’s
wellbeing. Reasons identified for staying
include concerns such as:



Not wanting to complicate a
child’s perception of family




Unwanted hardship for the child
Concerns about having the funds
to adequately support the upbringing of children

Despite the understandable concerns that mothers have of leaving the relationship, research
reveals serious developmental issues for children who grow up living through household violence.
In Ontario, children under the age of 16 witnessing domestic violence is classified as child abuse.
The following table was adapted from the Stop Violence Against Women Website and summarizes
the consequences of being exposed to domestic abuse2.

Long Term Effects of Domestic Abuse on Children
Infants

Preschool

5–12 years

12–18 years

Disruption in eating
and sleeping routines

Poor concentration

Low self-esteem

Being abused or
becoming abusive

Fearful of loud noises

Fear

Post-traumatic stress
disorder

Suicidal behaviour

Delays in development

Separation anxiety

Self-harm

Disrespect for females

Excessive crying

Frequent illness

Bullying

Bullying

Hitting, biting

Depression

Poor peer relationships

Clinging

Perfectionism

Running away

Anger and aggression

Problems in school

Feeling overresponsible

Physical Neglect

2

The Women’s Abuse Effects our Children: An Educators Guide is available online at

http://www.lfcc.on.ca/Educators_Guide_to_Woman_Abuse.pdf
For more information about the Stop Violence Against Women endeavour, please visit their website:
http://www.domesticviolenceinfo.ca/article/effects-on-children-witnessing-abuse-252.asp
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Cruelty to animals

Inappropriate sexual
behaviour

Pleasing behaviour

Alcohol/drug use

Anxiety and tension

Regressive behaviour
Destruction of property

Coping Mechanisms in Abusive Relationships
Women are resilient and use various strategies to deal with the consequences of abusive family
relationships. However, the research cites an overwhelming lack of support for women in abusive
relationships. For South Asian women, both newcomer and Canadian-born, there are additional
barriers to stopping family violence. These barriers include, but are not limited to:





The reality of increased isolation due to a lack of support from family, neighbours and friends




Concerns about the religious and faith-based implications of addressing family violence

The fear of gossip and shame resulting from the community finding out about domestic abuse
Living with in-laws complicated situations where women wanted to leave because of added
pressure to stay and take care of the home.
The impact on their own or other relatives immigration applications

The research noted that some women who survived domestic abuse had adopted new support
systems and cut off ties with their non-supportive families and built new networks of support.
Kanagaratnam (2012) on her research on Tamil women living in Toronto, summarized coping
mechanisms into two categories: 1) problem focused coping 2) and, emotional focused coping.
Problem focused coping occurs when individuals seek external support to change their abusive
environment. These strategies are associated with lower rates of depression, a greater sense of
self-esteem and self-sufficiency.

Problem Focused Coping Mechanisms
Type

Defined

Example

Gaining Independence

Learning to become independent at
home, so you are not reliant on family
members for assistance

Almost 10 years after immigration,
Priya has finally decided to learn how
to navigate local transit and
community based agencies on her
own.

Separating from abuser(s)

Roshni found out her husband was
unfaithful. She decided to live with a
close friend until legal separation
was finalized.

Getting Separation
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Getting Treatment

Getting Outside Help

Seeking potential reasons for abuser(s)
actions and providing assistance for
them to access facilities

Bharinder started taking his motherin-law to senior group sessions to
decrease the stress she takes on
inside the home. This limited stress
related outburst towards his wife.

Get an agency support worker to help
access community supports and build a
social network of support.

To help deal with the financial
hardship that often lead to verbal
arguments at home, Mahnoor and
her husband recently found a free
couples counselling session at their
local community center.

Emotional focused coping occurs when individuals internalize the impact of gender violence to
avoid abusive environments. These strategies may lead to increased psychological stress,
symptoms of depression, post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and impact a woman’s overall
health and well-being. Research shows that many South Asian women use emotional focused
coping mechanisms.

Emotional Focused Coping Mechanism
Type

Defined

Example

Self-blame

Seeing a fault in your own behaviour that
results in your husband’s anger

“My husband doesn’t like it when I talk
to my family back home so I should
not speak to them daily.”

Relying on Faith

Engaging in spiritual and/or religious
practices

Roshni has engaged in private faith
based prayer for 20 years to cope with
her husband’s physical abuse.

Diverting the Mind

Participating in activities to divert the
mind from dwelling on abuse

Constantly cooking and picking up
after other family members.

Normalizing Abuse

Perceiving abuse as part of everyday life

“It’s the nature of my husband to get
angry after he drinks, he can’t change
that.”

Endurance

Being patient, hoping the abuse will end

“As a wife, you must tolerate as much
as you can.”

Being Strategic

Avoiding situations

Prema avoids her in-laws staying in the
kitchen every time they come visit.
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Kanagarathanam’s (2012) respondents went from private attempts to cope, to requesting informal
support to seeking out legal help with when the violence became intolerable.

Private Coping

Informal
Support

Seeking
Formal
Support

Fill in the Blanks: Please fill in some additional survival strategies by South Asian women.

Coping Strategies for South Asian Women
The Coping Strategy

Example

How B.O.L. Should Provide Supports:

NOTES:
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Focus Group Findings
Two focus groups were held in July 2014 to bring together self-identified South Asian women to
discuss their thoughts on gendered violence in the community.
Below are a list of key discussions themes that emerged.
Definitions of Violence in the South Asian Community
Major misconceptions about violence and the need for expanded definitions of abuse
o
o
o
o

Connecting our work around preventing abuse to the trans-generational impact of
gender violence.
Emphasising disruptive nature of abusive relationships.
Defining sexual violence and unhealthy relationships.
Women asked that the project offer concrete solutions that they could share with
neighbors, families and friends.

There was an emphasis on the need for intergenerational dialogue among women. They
recommended providing opportunities for increased conversations between mothers and
daughters .
Women, girls and elders all cited a lack of support for women in the community. They gave multiple
examples of fear of gossip, victim-blaming, bringing shame to communities, and taboo of
addressing violence.
Media and Bollywood
The need to challenge media stereotypes about South Asian women and representing them us as
strong and vocal rather than silent and weak. Ideas about:
o

Addressing the problems with Bollywood recreating gender based violence by
idealizing men and negatively stereotype women

Addressing Community Needs



Focus Group Concerns included:
o How could the BOL campaign differentiate from others?
o How can we have effective cross-generational dialogue in diverse South Asian
communities?
o How do we safely include men into the conversation? Ensure that LTGBQ+ communities
are represented?
o

BOL Campaign should avoid victim- blaming
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Values for the B.O.L Campaign
Based on a review of the current research and focus groups findings, below are a list of guiding
principles and practices for B.O.L. project campaign work.



Violence and patriarchy are not specific to any culture, religion, class, race, ethnicity or
group of people. Both occur globally and should not be used to justify women abuse in the home
or in the community. By challenging violence ones does not challenge their culture, but rather
speaks out against human rights violations.



Using inclusive definitions of violence in the community. Violence is more than just
physical; it includes emotional, sexual, economic and isolating behaviours. Violence is not
limited to spousal relationships and includes both immediate and extended family members.



Confidentiality:

should be maintained at all times in B.O.L, as violence and abuse are

sensitive topics. Any events conducted under the campaign should aim to create safe spaces for
sharing and engaging in discussion at all times.



Being holistic by building on women’s strengths: by addressing the issue of
violence using a feminist anti-oppressive framework. This includes focusing on healthy families
(impact of violence on health, intergenerational effects of abuse and effective coping
mechanisms), healthy childhood development (transferable effects of abuse and healthy parentchild relationships) and challenging media portrayals of submissive South Asian women through
creating culturally specific social media techniques (we know that South Asian women are
strong, resilient, independent beings!). Furthermore, increased dialogue with men and young
boys as major components of stopping violence against women should be considered.



B.O.L is a LTGBQ positive space.

The campaign will allow for queer and trans

positive spaces for discussion and support. Additional training opportunities can be provided
around creating positive spaces for LTGBQ+ friends and relatives.
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Training Binder Resources
Neighbours, Families and Friends
http://www.immigrantandrefugeenff.ca and http://www.neighboursfriendsandfamilies.ca/index.php
Newcomer Women’s Services http://www.newcomerwomen.org/
Facts and figures about violence against women from the Canadian Women’s Foundation:
http://www.canadianwomen.org/facts-about-violence
Free downloadable resources available at the METRAC website: http://www.metrac.org/.
Gulabi Gang Website: http://www.gulabigang.in/
Ontario Coalition of Rape Crisis Centers: http://www.sexualassaultsupport.ca/
Ontario Council of Agencies Serving Immigrants: http://www.ocasi.org/
Stop Violence Against Women: http://www.domesticviolenceinfo.ca/
Social Movements in South Asia: http://www.lib.berkeley.edu/SSEAL/SouthAsia/movements.html
South Asian Legal Clinic of Ontario: http://www.salc.on.ca/
South Riverdale Community Health Center: http://www.srchc.ca/
United Nations Declaration on the Elimination of Violence against Women (1993):
http://www.un.org/documents/ga/res/48/a48r104.htm
Women Abuse Affects Our Children: http://www.lfcc.on.ca/Educators_Guide_to_Woman_Abuse.pdf
Academic Articles in the Training Binder:
Ahmad, F., Rai, N., Petrovic, B., Erickson, P. & Stewart, D. (2013). Resilience and resources among South
Asian immigrant women as survivors of partner violence. Journal of Immigrant Minority
Health, 15, 1057-1064.
Islam, F., Khanlou, N. & Tamim, H. (2014). South Asian populations in Canada: migration and mental
health. Biomed Central Psychiatry, 14,154.
Kanagaratnam, P., Mason, R., Hyman, I., Manuel, L., Berman, H. & Toner, B. (2012). Burden of
womanhood: Tamil women’s perceptions of coping with intimate partner violence. Journal of
Family Violence, 27, 647-658.
Yoshihama, M., Ramakrishnan, A., Hammock, A. & Khaliq, M. (2012). Intimate partner violence
prevention program in an Asian immigrant community: integrating theories, data, and
community. Violence Against Women, 18 (7), 763- 783.
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