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A Study of Domestic Violence among the South Asian
in Hong Kong
Jenny Chingkhannem Tonsing, Royal Holloway, University of London,
UK

Abstract: Background and Purpose: Domestic violence is a widespread social and legal problem
around the world and occurs in all social groups regardless of age, education, religion, economic
status, ethnicity, or cultural identity. Violence against women is a growing problem as a human rights
issue at the international level. While there have been research conducted to explore and understand
domestic violence among Chinese women in Hong Kong, including the establishment of a special
commission, “The Women’s Commission,” to address women’s issues, however, this does not extend
to ethnic minority women in Hong Kong. Although South Asians have lived in Hong Kong for decades,
there have been no studies conducted to examine domestic violence among the ethnic minorities (The
Hong Kong Council of Social Service, March 2008). For the purpose of this study, the South Asian
women refer to Pakistani, Nepalese and Indian immigrants living in Hong Kong. Methods: The explor-
atory method study can help in understanding the study participants’ experiences with domestic violence.
Implications: Findings from this study can help improve policies and services that are culturally
sensitive and appropriate, aimed at reducing domestic violence among ethnic minorities in Hong Kong.

Keywords: Domestic Violence, South Asian, Violence Against Women

Introduction

DOMESTIC VIOLENCE MAY refer to any form of violence which may be
physical, sexual, emotional, economic, or psychological action or threat of action
against another person by an intimate partner who may be a wife, a husband, or
partner of same sex or different sex, and against children (Dwyer, Smokowski,

Bricout, & Wodarski, 1995; Newton, 2001). Violence against women is one form of domestic
violence, which has assumed a growing problem as a human rights issue at the international
level. The World Health Organization (WHO) estimated that 53 million women experienced
violence at the hands of an intimate partner annually (WHO, 2002). Violence against women
is one of the gravest and most pervasive of human rights violation and one of the leading
causes of injuries for women (Griffin & Koss, 2002). However, the true extent of violence
against women around the world is difficult to estimate (Carracci, 2003) as cultural norms
and social taboos may prevent many women from reporting the abuses. Notwithstanding the
fact that domestic violence is a broad term, in the present paper, it will focus on violence
against women by an intimate partner/husband, and the terms ‘domestic violence’ and ‘viol-
ence against women’ will be used interchangeably in this paper.

The United Nations Declaration on the Elimination of Violence against Women defined
violence against women (VAW) as “any act of gender- based violence that results in, or is
likely to result in physical, sexual or psychological harm or suffering to women, including
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threats of such acts, coercion or arbitrary deprivation of liberty, whether occurring in public
or private life” (Khan, 2004). VAW is recognized as an obstacle to equality, development
and peace, and is understood to be rooted in the historical inequalities between men and
women (Thiara & Gill, 2010).

In Hong Kong, the ethnic minorities make up about 5% of the total population (Census
and Statistic Department, 2007). The term ethnic minority is used to refer to all people who
belong to non-Chinese ethnicity, and the largest sub-groups comprised of people from South
and South East Asian countries. Although the ethnic minorities have lived in Hong Kong
for decades, however, very little is known about their family situation. To date no research
has been conducted to investigate about the domestic violence situation among the South
Asian women in Hong Kong. This has also been confirmed by the report submitted to the
Government by the Hong Kong Council of Social Service in which it was stated that no re-
search has been done yet on the domestic violence situation among the ethnic minorities
group in Hong Kong ( March 3, 2008). Although there are incidents of domestic violence
among the ethnic minorities, they are rarely reported, and nothing much is known about their
situation. Most of the research and literature on domestic violence in Hong Kong has focused
mainly among the local Chinese women.

Literature Review
Domestic violence has been an issue for many years, and although domestic violence itself
hasn’t change, but how it is viewed socially and politically has. A positive change is that
domestic violence is no longer considered a private matter and now there are laws and policies
to support the victims. The issue of violence against female spouses has a long history dating
back to the first marriage law instituted by Romulus in 75 B.C. which legally support wife
beating (Danis, 2003, cited in Dobash & Dobash, 1979). The feminist movement in England
and in the United States in the early 1970s started raising public awareness about the issue
of domestic violence and organized support for women who are abused. Recognizing the
enormity of the problem of domestic violence, shelters for battered women began to spring
up all over the country in the U.S. during the late 1970s and early 1980s (Gill & Ellen, 1993).

The South Asian Women’s Organization Network in Britain was a movement initiated
by South Asian women with an aim to address their needs and those of other South Asian
women. Awaz (voice), one of the earliest South Asian women’s groups in Britain was set
up in 1978 in London. Awaz was an open political organization which drew many young
South Asian women. In the late 1970s, Awaz began campaigning for setting up refuges for
South Asian women who are facing domestic violence. After much negotiations and meetings
with the State agencies, Awaz was able to secure funding for a refuge centre and in the early
1980s, in collaboration with other South Asian organization, it set up a refuge centre called
‘The Asha Project’ in South London (Wilson, 2010).

Since then, several other South Asian women’s organizations were established and grew
in strength in the 1980s in Britain. Southall Black Sisters1 emerged during this period and
is a leading feminist organization in London that provides services for ethnic minorities
women who suffer from domestic violence. They have been campaigning for the provision

1 Southall Black Sisters, a Not-for-profit organization, was established in 1979 in the UK to meet the needs of black
(Asian and African-Caribbean) Women.
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of support for the women and children who are in violent relationship (Southall Black Sisters
homepage, 2004).

In the United States, violence against South Asian immigrant women came into focus
with the forming of ‘Manavi’ in the mid 1980s. Manavi was initially started by a group of
six South Asian women in 1985, as a consciousness raising group, to address the unmet
needs of the South Asian women. However, Manavi soon expanded its goal in response to
request from the community and began to provide services for abused women. It was the
first South Asian organization in the U.S to specifically address the needs of South Asian
women who are victims of domestic violence, and since its inception several other South
Asian organizations have been formed in the U.S.

The women activists in the US and UK played a crucial role in publicizing women’s issues
and lobbying for changes. As a result of the women’s movement in the US and UK, the issues
of domestic violence had come out into the public domains and steps and measures were
taken to lobby and advocate for the victims of domestic violence. In Hong Kong, there are
no known South Asian women groups. It is hope that such a group can be formed by and
for the South Asian women in Hong Kong, and to empower themselves to fight against do-
mestic violence. Doing research on domestic violence situation among the South Asian
women in Hong Kong, and documenting and telling their stories can help to raise awareness
about their situation, and their needs can be recognized and also bring about social change.

There are varied reasons for women to remain in an abusive relationship, and for the South
Asian women this may also include cultural norms and traditions as well. For many South
Asian women it may be more difficulty to leave their partner than for other women because
traditionally when South Asian women marry they represent the family and if the marriage
fails, it is often seen as the women’s fault and she is blamed for bringing dishonor to the
family (Shah-Kazemi, 2001; Rai & Thiara, 1997, cited in Parmar, et al, 2005). To understand
the barriers to help-seeking, the author will highlight some of the factors that are more salient
to South Asian immigrants.

Barriers to Help-Seeking
Varied cultural barriers may prevent many South Asian women from seeking help. It is
therefore vital for practitioners working with South Asian group to take into account the
different cultural value systems and life experiences. Practices, based in social work values
and ethics, should be culturally sensitive and competent and provide abused women right
to self determination. Developing culturally - competent specific programs/interventions are
important for practitioners working with women struggling with domestic violence, whose
cultures emphasized family preservation above all else.

Culture
Culture plays an important role in many South Asian communities. For most South Asian
abused women, they may face certain barriers in disclosing abuse or seeking help from outside
as it may reflect negatively on their family and religious traditions (Dasgupta & Rudra,
2009). The fear of ‘what the community will say’ also hinders many abused women from
leaving their husband or to seek help due to the fear of dishonoring or bringing ‘shame’ to
their family (Gill, 2004).
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Most South Asian families follow a traditional structure, that is, a high value is placed on
family honour, and women are expected to endure pain and remain nurturing. The time-
honoured concepts such as the importance of maintaining Izzat (honor) and Sharam (shame)
were also used as a form of control to keep women and children from seeking further help
(Gill, 2004). Divorce is not an alternative for many because it is considered taboo in many
South Asian communities (Nankani, 2000). The fear of losing access to their children, as
well as potentially incurring the wrath of the extended family also hindered many abused
women from seeking help. Many South Asian women, therefore, find it difficult to leave an
abusive relationship (Abraham, 2000).

In many traditional societies such as Bangladesh, India, Nigeria, Pakistan, etc. wife beating
is accepted as man’s right to inflict physical punishment on his wife (Krug, et al. 2002).
Women are also at greater risk to abuse by their partners in societies where there are great
inequalities between men and women, such as strict gender roles, cultural and societal norms
that support the ideology that men have the right to inflict violence on their partner.

Religion
Religion is another important factor that play a significant role in the lives of South Asians
where religion is considered the final authority for communal preservation of traditional
values. The majority of South Asians either follow Hinduism, Buddhism, Christianity or
Islam. Religious institutions are also responsible for keeping the community’s sense of
moral solidarity. For instance, Muslim religious practices also affect followers in relation
to the family system, including marriage and divorce According to Islamic principles, when
women marry, she enters into a contract with her husband known as ‘nikah’ (which literally
means a knot or tie), and the husband has the unilateral right to terminate the marriage or
divorce his wife. On the other hand, a woman is still married to her husband if he refuses to
give a talaq even if the wife had gone through the legal divorce (Ayyub, 2000). Religious
leaders, such as the priest or clergy, convinced the members in reinforcing traditional beliefs,
expecting women to uphold family values. In domestic violence situation, women are pres-
sured by religious leaders to maintain the marriage especially when children are involved
(Abraham, 2000).

Fear of Extrication from the Community
Most South Asian communities are close-knit and maintained traditional beliefs and customs
that functioned jointly. When faced with problems, the individual would first talk with the
immediate family, and then seek help from elders in the community. Usually community
and religious leaders would counsel abused women to remain with the husband (Abraham,
2000). Thus, due to pressure to maintain familial and community norms, such as loyalty to
family members, protecting family privacy, etc., many abused women may deny the abuses
so as to protect herself from being excluded (Gill, 2004).

Economic Factors
Economic aspect plays a vital role in women’s decision to remain in an abusive relationship.
This is more so true for most immigrant women who are financially dependent on their
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spouse. The fear of losing everything also prevents them from seeking outside help. This
economic situation allows husbands to exert total control over their wives, especially in
foreign countries. Leaving husband may also indicate alienation from the community and
family that can provide support. On the other hand, a woman’s economic independence can
significantly decrease violence and also help in making the decision to leave an abusive re-
lationship (Kameri, 2002).

Theoretical Framework
In reviewing the literature on domestic violence, various approaches and theories have been
used to account for the cause of domestic violence such as feminist perspectives, family
systems theory, and ecological theory.

Feminist Theory
The feminist perspectives points to gender differences, and highlight that it is the imbalance
power between men and women that contribute to most domestic violence (Mehrotra, 1999,
Raj 2002, Yick 2001, Straus, 1994, Dobash & Dobash, 1979). It attempts to understand the
systems of inequality in society in which males dominate females. The concept of patriarchy,
which has its history within the feminist thought dating back to the early part of the 19the
century (Smith, 1990), may be defined as having two components that consist of a structure
in which men are seen to have more power and privilege than women, and as an ideology
legitimizing this conception (Smith, 1990). The concept of patriarchy has been further dis-
tinguished between “social” and “familial” patriarchy (Smith, 1990, p. 257). While the former
refers to male dominance in society as a whole, the latter refers to male dominance within
the family (Barrett, 1980; Millett, 1969). Although the structures of familial patriarchy may
have slowly dwindled over the past decades or so, however the ideological aspect appears
to be still prevalent (Barrett, 1980; Ferraro, 1988). The literature on familial patriarchy
highlights that this ideology is based to a large extent on the notion of wife’s adherence to
husband, such as in terms of respect, loyalty and obedience, as well as dependency, and
sexual fidelity.

A number of studies have been conducted based on feminist theory to examined the cor-
relations of patriarchy and wife abuse, and other types of male violence against women (e.g.
Dobash & Dobash, 1979; YIlo, 1983, 1984; YIlo & Straus, 1984, Coleman & Straus, 1986;
Straus & Gelles, 1986). Most of these studies were based on quantitative method and con-
firmed that structural inequality and wife beating were correlated. However, a limitation of
the feminist theory is that it tends to rely on patriarchal social structural as the factors in the
etiology of abuse as a single factor explanation with which to explain violence against women,
and as such it is inadequate. It also fails to incorporate the variability of other factors such
as social position women occupy in different cultures which may be related with women’s
experiences with violence (Campbell, 1992).

Although wife abuse is a common occurrence worldwide, it varies across different cultural
Contexts (Campbell, 1992). Most Asian cultures are patriarchal and it is the culture that
constructs women as submissive, self sacrificing, nurturing, docile and socially dependant
and modest (Abraham, 2000). As such women are usually considered to be subjugated to
men, although this may occur in varying degrees. The feminist perspective expressed that
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the main source violence against women in contemporary society is nested within the concept
of patriarchy. Although different theorists such as socialist, liberals, radicals, etc., may have
differing views about the origin of patriarchy, however all would agree that it is the concept
of patriarchy which provides the structural and ideological underpinnings of male violence
against women (Smith, 1990), and that violence against women is only possible in a social
context that defines women as subordinate to men. At this point, the feminist perspective
can be applied to explain the incidence of domestic violence among the South Asian immig-
rant women because the South Asian immigrant families are regarded as a strong male
domination of patriarchal culture. Within this framework family conflicts should be addressed
from a perspective which focuses on structural factors and requires social institutional change
in all the individuals and organizations involved (Bell & Wilson, 2003).

Family System Theory
From the perspective of family system theory, violence is seen as stemming from the internal
and external stress factors, changing cultural norms and the interactions within the family
units (Bograd, 1988). The cause of violence are thought of as arising due to the violent so-
cialization during childhood, or learned behavior in the family of origin which may be attrib-
uted to alcoholism, drug addictions, or lack of self-control (Stacey & Shupe, 1983). Pro-
ponents of the Family System theory tend to view violence as part of a pattern of violence
which occurs among all family members (e.g. Gelles, 1983; Gelles & Straus, 1988; Straus
& Gelles, 1986). In a study conducted by Levinson (1989) among 90 small-scale and peasant
societies, the author reported that the presence of one form of family violence tend to be
followed by other forms. Small-scale societies here are defined as cultural units, kin-based
and non literate, while peasant societies refer to cultural units in which members share a
common heritage, and are under the control of a nation state (Levinson, 1989). The study
also reported that the use of physical violence as a means to resolve conflicts was a significant
predictor of wife beating in most of the societies under the study.

Violence against women is an intricate global phenomenon with various contributing as-
pects. A limitation of the family system perspective lies in that it viewed violence as a result
of character flaws in the individuals which formed the family units. The feminist theory, on
the other hand, attributes the cause of domestic violence to male domination in patriarchal
society. As such, it is not sufficient to understand the myriad causes of domestic violence
against women. Women’s available resources, including systems that provide emotional,
material, and informational support, play a crucial role in their ability to stay safe and make
plans to cope with violence. The existence of suitable ecological facilities may be, by far
the most crucial components that the state, community, or informal systems can provide to
help women make changes in their lives to end violence. Neither the feminist perspectives
nor the family system theory is able to provide a comprehensive understanding of the exper-
iences of domestic violence against women, nor does it adequately address the linkages
between multiple dimensions to address the issues and problems of domestic violence. It is
important to understand women’s experiences of abuse as a phenomenon affected by multiple
factors situated in multiple levels of the ecological system which consists of ecological di-
mension.
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The Ecological Theory
According to Bronfenbrenner’s ecological theory (1979), there is no single factor to account
for the causes and occurrences of violence. It is the result of the complex interplay between
the individual, the social, cultural and environmental factors. Bronfenbrenner’s ecological
model (1979) has been widely used in various studies as the analytic framework in the viol-
ence research. The framework has also been adopted by WHO as a public health approach
in order to understand the risk factors of violence and for preventive measures (Krug, Mercy,
Dahlberg, & Zwi, 2002; WHO, Carlson, 2004). In the present research, the ecological
model will be adopted to understand and explain about the various causes and interactions
of multiple factors of violence against women at different levels, such as the social, personal,
and cultural contexts, among the South Asians in Hong Kong.

Figure 1: An Ecological Model to Understand Domestic Violence, Source: Adapted from
WHO, (2004, p. 11)

According to this model, four levels have been identified to explain the interaction of risk
factors from different levels: individual (micro-system), relationship (meso-system), com-
munity (exo-system), and societal (macro-system). The individual is at the center of the
system, in which various factors such as personal history, biological and demographic factors,
psychological or personality disorders, internalizing and externalizing problems, and prior
history of experiencing aggression or abuse can influence how individuals behave and in-
creased the chances of becoming a victim or perpetrator of violence. At the second level, it
examines the social relationships among families, friends, intimate partners and peers. Since
individuals are bound together by relationship it has potentials to shape an individual’s be-
haviors and experiences. At the third level are the community contexts in which social rela-
tionships are embedded such as the schools, neighbourhoods and workplaces. High crime-
rates, unemployment, and population density are some of the factors commonly cited in vi-
olence literature. At the last level is the societal factor which refers to societal and cultural
norms such as acceptance of male dominance over women, norms that endorse violence by
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husband as ‘normal’ method to chastise his wife, social acceptability towards violence, etc.
(WHO, 2004; Heise, 1998; Carlson, 1984).

From the ecological perspectives, domestic violence among South Asians immigrant
women can be conceptualized as a phenomenon which is affected by various contextual
factors at multiple levels such as the individual, relationship, social, and sociocultural envir-
onmental level. The model provides a framework within which to understand the complex-
ities involved in domestic violence. It is a tool that includes both the individual and the soci-
ological context and encompasses a far wider environment for identifying and responding
to domestic violence.

Summary
In summary, this paper has highlighted pertinent literature on domestic violence against
women, and has drawn examples of research on South Asians in western countries so as to
provide a broader understanding about domestic violence situation among South Asians.
This paper has also discussed the theoretical framework for the study of domestic violence
against women. In the context of Hong Kong there is a dearth of information and literature
on domestic violence among South Asian communities. What is needed is systematic research
to study the situation of domestic violence among these communities, so as to understand
their situation and suggests practical and policy implications. Violence against women is
prevalent all over the world, and it has also become a human rights issue at the international
level. It is eminently clear that there is a need to study the situation of domestic violence
among the South Asians in Hong Kong, so that protection and support systems can be exten-
ded to provide for them.
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