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Abstract 
Treating "women" as a homogeneous category can 

obscure how caste, socioeconomic position, 

geography and other social locations shape the 

actual enjoyment of rights. This paper examines 

how intersecting social identities and structural 

inequalities shape women's substantive enjoyment 

of Human Rights in India, using intersectionality - 

developed by Kimberle Crenshaw and extended by 

Patricia Hill Collins - as its central theoretical 

framework, and situating the argument within the 

broader normative architecture of CEDAW, the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights, and India's 

constitutional equality guarantees. Intersectionality 

is treated throughout as a structural and theoretical 

framework rather than a claim reducible to any 

single statistical method; statistical interaction is 

discussed as one possible, but not the only, 

analytical strategy for examining intersectional 

relationships. The paper adopts a critical secondary-

data synthesis design, combining published 

empirical evidence on Indian women's social 

position in education, economic participation, 

political representation and, as a focused empirical 

illustration, exposure to intimate partner violence 

(IPV) and help-seeking, with an intersectional 

Human Rights framework, rather than presenting an 

original statistical analysis. Verified secondary 

evidence, principally Chowdhury et al.'s (2022) and 

Ghoshal et al.'s (2024) peer-reviewed analyses of 

the National Family Health Survey-5 (NFHS-5, 

2019-21), shows a substantial caste gap in IPV 

prevalence to which differences in household 

wealth, husband's alcohol use, controlling behaviour 

and exposure to parental IPV contribute 

substantially, and a markedly higher figure for 

reported police contact among survivors in NFHS-5 

relative to the composite formal-help-seeking 

measure reported for earlier rounds, a descriptive 

comparison that this paper does not treat as a 

precisely measured trend given differences in 

reference period and category definition across the 

cited studies. This evidence is compatible with, 

though it does not by itself statistically establish, an 

intersectional reading of caste-based disadvantage in 

India. The synthesis also identifies a specific, 

bounded gap: the literature reviewed for this study 

did not identify a published NFHS-5 analysis that 

directly tests whether caste, wealth, and residence 

interact to shape formal help-seeking. The paper 

argues that this gap, and the broader pattern of 

evidence surveyed across education, work and 

political voice, together indicate that formally non-

discriminatory legal guarantees under Articles 14, 

15, 17 and 21 of the Constitution do not by 

themselves guarantee substantively equal enjoyment 

of rights, and that advancing women's equality in a 

diverse society requires sustained attention to 

intersecting, rather than merely additive, forms of 

disadvantage. 
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I. Introduction 
Treating "women" as a homogeneous 

category can obscure how caste, socioeconomic 

position, geography, education and other social 

locations shape the actual enjoyment of rights. A 

poor, rural, Scheduled Caste widow and an affluent, 

urban, upper-caste unmarried professional are both 

formally "women" under Indian law; the 

Constitution addresses each in identical terms. Yet a 

substantial and growing body of Indian evidence 

suggests that their practical experience of safety, 

economic opportunity, political voice and access to 

institutions differs not merely by degree but in kind, 

because their social positions do not simply add 

together as separate disadvantages but interact to 

produce distinct, often unpredictable, patterns of 

vulnerability and access. This is the analytical 

problem intersectionality was developed to address, 

and it is the problem this paper takes as its starting 

point. 

Kimberle Crenshaw coined 

"intersectionality" to describe precisely this kind of 

analytical failure: the tendency of anti-

discrimination law and feminist theory to treat 

"women" and other social categories as separate, 
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non-overlapping groups, obscuring the compounded 

and qualitatively distinct disadvantage experienced 

at their intersection (Crenshaw, 1989, 1991). 

Patricia Hill Collins extended this into the concept 

of a "matrix of domination," in which race, class, 

gender and other systems of power are mutually 

constituting rather than additive (Collins, 2000). 

Applied to India, this framework demands that 

caste, class, gender, geography and other social 

positions be understood not as a checklist of 

separate disadvantages to be totalled, but as 

interacting structures that together produce the 

distinctive social position of, for instance, a poor, 

rural, Scheduled Caste woman - a position 

irreducible to the sum of "SC," "poor" and "woman" 

considered independently. 

This paper examines how intersecting 

social identities and structural inequalities shape the 

realisation of women's Human Rights in India across 

several domains, and then develops a focused, 

evidence-based empirical illustration - women's 

exposure to intimate partner violence (IPV) and 

their access to formal institutional help - through 

which the broader argument can be examined with 

genuine, verifiable data. The choice of IPV and 

help-seeking as the paper's empirical anchor is 

deliberate but not exclusive: it is one of the few 

areas of Indian social life where nationally 

representative, caste-disaggregated survey data exist 

in sufficient depth to allow a serious empirical test 

of intersectionality's core claims, principally through 

the National Family Health Survey-5 (NFHS-5, 

2019-21). The broader argument of the paper, 

however, concerns women's rights as a whole, and 

IPV/help-seeking should be read throughout as a 

case that illustrates, rather than exhausts, the paper's 

central claim. 

It is important to state clearly, and to hold 

consistently throughout, what kind of paper this is. 

This is a critical secondary-data synthesis and 

intersectional Human Rights analysis. It does not 

claim to independently estimate regression models 

using NFHS-5 respondent-level microdata; 

independent DHS Program microdata registration 

and survey-weighted statistical modelling were not 

undertaken in this exercise. Every statistic presented 

below is drawn from, and explicitly attributed to, a 

specific peer-reviewed or official source. The 

paper's empirical contribution lies in the critical 

synthesis of what existing Indian evidence 

establishes about intersecting disadvantage, and in 

the precise specification of a bounded, currently 

under-examined empirical question concerning 

caste, wealth, residence and formal help-seeking 

after IPV - not in a fabricated demonstration of a 

statistical interaction effect. 

Four research questions organise the 

analysis. RQ1: How does intersectionality help 

explain inequalities in the enjoyment of women's 

rights within India's diverse social context? RQ2: 

What does existing empirical evidence reveal about 

the relationship between caste, socioeconomic 

position, residence, IPV and women's help-seeking, 

as a focused illustration of this broader pattern? 

RQ3: What aspects of the intersection between these 

social positions remain insufficiently examined in 

the existing evidence base? RQ4: What are the 

implications of this evidence, and of this gap, for 

substantive equality, non-discrimination and access 

to justice under India's constitutional and 

international Human Rights obligations? 

Throughout, the paper distinguishes three levels of 

evidence: established empirical findings (Level 1), 

their interpretation through intersectionality and 

Human Rights theory (Level 2), and propositions 

requiring future primary research (Level 3) - a 

structure applied explicitly in Section 8. 

The paper proceeds as follows. Section 2 

sets out the conceptual framework, distinguishing 

intersectionality from additive multiple 

discrimination and connecting it to the Human 

Rights concept of substantive equality. Section 3 

situates women's rights within India's social 

diversity across several domains - education, 

economic participation, political representation and 

violence - to demonstrate why a homogeneous 

reading of "women" is analytically insufficient 

before the paper narrows to its empirical case. 

Section 4 reviews the literature on caste, IPV and 

help-seeking specifically. Section 5 examines the 

Indian constitutional, statutory and international 

Human Rights framework. Section 6 sets out the 

methodology. Section 7 presents the empirical 

evidence synthesised from existing NFHS-5 

research as a focused illustration of the paper's 

broader argument. Section 8 develops the 

intersectional analysis and clearly articulates the 

research gap. Sections 9 and 10 discuss the Human 

Rights and policy implications; Section 11 outlines 

limitations and a future research agenda; and 

Section 12 concludes by returning to the paper's 

broad theme. 

 

II. Conceptual Framework: 

Intersectionality and Substantive 

Equality 
Kimberle Crenshaw's foundational 

contribution was to show that anti-discrimination 
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law's single-axis framework - treating sex 

discrimination and race discrimination as separate, 

independently litigable claims - systematically failed 

Black women, whose experience of discrimination 

at the intersection of race and sex was often 

invisible to a framework built around either category 

alone (Crenshaw, 1989). Her traffic-intersection 

metaphor remains the clearest statement of the 

point: a woman injured at a crossing may have been 

hit by traffic flowing from the "sex discrimination" 

direction, from the "race discrimination" direction, 

or from both at once, and it is often neither possible 

nor analytically necessary to disentangle which. 

Crenshaw later distinguished structural 

intersectionality - how overlapping structures of 

subordination shape the material conditions of 

differently positioned women differently - from 

political intersectionality, which describes how 

women of colour are situated within political 

movements (feminist, anti-racist) that frequently 

pursue conflicting priorities and fail to represent 

their specific interests (Crenshaw, 1991). 

Patricia Hill Collins's concept of the 

"matrix of domination" extends this insight by 

treating race, class, gender, sexuality and nation as 

mutually constituting systems that together organise 

social life, such that an individual's position within 

this matrix shapes both the oppression and, at some 

intersections, the relative privilege they experience 

(Collins, 2000). The framework's central conceptual 

demand, which this paper takes most seriously, is 

that intersectionality is not "gender plus caste plus 

class," an additive summation of separately 

measured disadvantages, but an account of how 

social positions and systems of power interact to 

produce lived experiences and institutional 

outcomes that an additive reading would fail to 

anticipate. 

It is important, at this point, to be precise 

about what kind of claim intersectionality makes, 

because the concept is frequently, and mistakenly, 

treated as equivalent to a single statistical procedure. 

Intersectionality, as developed by Crenshaw and 

Collins, is first and foremost a theoretical and 

structural framework: a way of understanding how 

systems of power - patriarchy, caste hierarchy, class 

structure, and others - operate together rather than in 

isolation, and how this shapes both lived experience 

and the design of institutions, including law itself. A 

statistical interaction term - a regression coefficient 

testing whether the combined effect of two variables 

differs from the sum of their separate effects - is one 

possible quantitative strategy for examining an 

intersectional relationship, where suitable microdata 

exist; it is not a precondition for, or a definition of, 

intersectionality as a theoretical claim. Structural 

and legal analysis of the kind developed in Sections 

5, 9 and 10 of this paper is itself a form of 

intersectional analysis, independent of whether a 

matching statistical interaction has been estimated. 

Equally, an additive comparison between groups 

(for instance, SC women's average outcome 

compared with General-category women's average 

outcome, considered alone) does not by itself 

establish an intersectional finding, since it does not 

show how the two positions interact; but the absence 

of a formal interaction-term regression in the 

literature reviewed here does not mean the 

underlying phenomenon is not intersectional - it 

means only that this particular quantitative test has 

not yet been performed. This paper is careful to 

keep these two claims - the theoretical claim and the 

specific empirical strategy - analytically separate 

throughout, including in its treatment of its own 

empirical material in Sections 7 and 8. 

A further terminological distinction is 

useful here, since several related but non-identical 

concepts recur throughout this paper's empirical 

discussion. Group disparity refers simply to an 

observed difference in an outcome between two 

socially defined groups (for example, the SC-

General IPV prevalence gap discussed in Section 7). 

Heterogeneity refers to the more general fact that a 

category such as "women" or "Scheduled Caste 

women" is not internally uniform. Additive 

association describes a statistical model in which 

two or more predictors are each independently 

associated with an outcome, with no claim that they 

modify one another's effect. Moderation, or 

statistical interaction, describes a model in which 

the association between one predictor and the 

outcome depends on the level of another predictor - 

the specific quantitative test intersectionality 

scholars sometimes, but not always, use to 

operationalise their claims. Intersectional 

disadvantage, finally, is the broader theoretical 

claim that overlapping social positions and systems 

of power jointly constitute a distinctive social 

location, which may or may not be captured by any 

single statistical model. This paper uses each of 

these terms deliberately and does not treat them as 

interchangeable; where the evidence reviewed in 

Section 7 supports only a group disparity or an 

additive association, it is described as such, and the 

stronger claim of a demonstrated statistical 

interaction is reserved for propositions explicitly 

flagged, in Section 8, as untested. 

Intersectionality connects to Human Rights 

doctrine principally through the concept of 

substantive, as opposed to formal, equality. Formal 
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equality requires that likes be treated alike: a rule 

applied identically to all women, regardless of caste, 

wealth or geography, satisfies formal equality by 

definition. Substantive equality asks whether a 

facially neutral rule or institution in fact produces 

equal outcomes or equal access for persons who 

occupy different starting positions, and requires that 

account be taken of those different positions if 

genuine equality of opportunity, dignity and 

enjoyment of rights is to be realised (Fredman, 

2016). This distinction is embedded in the 

international Human Rights architecture relevant to 

this paper. The Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights (Articles 1, 2 and 7) and the International 

Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (Article 26) 

establish equality and non-discrimination as 

foundational guarantees, while the International 

Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 

situates non-discrimination as integral to the 

enjoyment of economic and social rights. CEDAW 

goes further: the CEDAW Committee has 

articulated substantive equality as one of three 

obligations States parties assume - alongside 

equality of opportunity and equality of results - 

precisely because formal, facially neutral non-

discrimination guarantees are insufficient where 

women's lived starting positions differ 

systematically (CEDAW Committee, General 

Recommendation No. 25, 2004). General 

Recommendation No. 19 (1992) had already 

established that gender-based violence is itself a 

form of discrimination against women falling within 

the scope of Article 1 of the Convention, and 

General Recommendation No. 33 on women's 

access to justice (2015) extends this further, 

expressly requiring States to identify and remove 

"intersecting or compounded forms of 

discrimination" - including on grounds of ethnicity, 

caste and socio-economic status - that impede 

women's access to justice mechanisms. This is, in 

substance, an international legal endorsement of the 

intersectionality framework, sitting alongside 

Sustainable Development Goal 5 (gender equality), 

Goal 10 (reduced inequalities) and Goal 16 (access 

to justice and effective, accountable institutions) as 

part of the normative architecture against which this 

paper's evidence should be read. 

A related conceptual distinction, developed 

later in this paper's discussion of its empirical 

illustration but stated here as a general analytical 

point, concerns what a behavioural indicator such as 

help-seeking can and cannot reveal about "access to 

justice" as a Human Rights concept. Access to 

justice, properly understood, is considerably broader 

than the mere fact of institutional contact: it 

encompasses availability, accessibility, quality, 

accountability, and the provision of effective 

remedies (CEDAW Committee, General 

Recommendation No. 33, 2015). This distinction 

matters generally, not only for the IPV case 

examined later, because it cautions against reading 

any single behavioural proxy - whether help-seeking 

after violence, enrolment in school, or registration to 

vote - as a complete measure of substantive rights 

enjoyment in the domain it represents. 

 

Table 1. Conceptual Dimensions of Intersectionality and Women's Rights 

Concept Definition (as used in this paper) Relevance to women's rights 

Additive multiple 

discrimination 

Treating overlapping disadvantages (e.g. caste, 

class, gender) as separate, independently summed 

factors. 

The framework this paper 

argues is analytically 

insufficient on its own. 

Structural 

intersectionality 

How overlapping structures of subordination 

shape the material conditions of differently 

positioned women differently (Crenshaw, 1991). 

Explains why caste and class 

shape IPV exposure jointly, not 

separately (Section 7). 

Political 

intersectionality 

How women in marginalised positions are 

situated within movements/institutions that may 

not represent their specific interests (Crenshaw, 

1991). 

Relevant to why caste-specific 

advocacy and gender-only 

advocacy may each miss 

intersectional harms. 

Matrix of domination Race, class, gender and other systems are 

mutually constituting rather than additive 

(Collins, 2000). 

Underpins this paper's caution 

against 'gender + caste + 

poverty' additive readings. 

Formal equality Identical treatment regardless of social position. Satisfied by India's 



 

  

International Journal of Humanities Social Science and Management (IJHSSM) 

Volume 6, Issue 5, Sep. – Oct., 2026, pp: 01-21                             ISSN: 3048-6874  

www.ijhssm.org                                                      

 

 

 

DOI: 10.5281/zenodo.22338941      | Impact Factor value 7.52 |   ISO 9001: 2008 Certified Journal        Page 5 

constitutional and statutory 

guarantees on their face 

(Section 5). 

Substantive equality Accounting for different starting positions so that 

outcomes/access are genuinely equal (Fredman, 

2016). 

The standard against which this 

paper evaluates formal 

guarantees. 

Source: constructed by the author from the theoretical literature cited in Section 2; conceptual, not statistical. 

 

III. Intersectionality in the Indian Context: 

Beyond a Single Case 
Before narrowing to a single empirical 

case, it is worth establishing, with genuine data, why 

a homogeneous reading of "Indian women" is 

analytically untenable across several distinct 

domains of rights enjoyment - not only the violence-

and-justice domain this paper goes on to examine in 

depth. 

Education illustrates the point clearly. 

According to the 2011 Census of India, the national 

literacy rate stood at 74.04%, with a male literacy 

rate of 82.14% against a female literacy rate of 

65.46% - a gender gap of roughly 16.7 percentage 

points (Office of the Registrar General, Census of 

India, 2011). This aggregate gender gap, however, is 

itself unevenly distributed: Census data show 

markedly wider male-female literacy gaps in states 

such as Rajasthan and Uttar Pradesh than in Kerala 

or Mizoram, where the gap falls below five 

percentage points, indicating that geography and, by 

extension, the social and economic structures 

particular to different regions, substantially modify 

the size of the gender gap in educational access. A 

single national "female literacy rate" therefore 

conceals as much as it reveals about which women, 

in which contexts, are furthest from educational 

parity with men. 

Economic participation shows a 

comparable pattern. The Periodic Labour Force 

Survey (PLFS) Annual Report for 2022-23, released 

by the Ministry of Statistics and Programme 

Implementation, recorded a female labour force 

participation rate (LFPR, usual status, age 15 and 

above) of 37.0% nationally, against a male LFPR of 

78.5% - itself a substantial rise from a female LFPR 

of 23.3% in 2017-18 (Ministry of Statistics and 

Programme Implementation, 2023). This aggregate 

rise, welcome as it is, masks considerable variation: 

PLFS-based analyses show the increase 

concentrated disproportionately in rural areas and in 

self-employment and unpaid or low-paid 

agricultural work rather than in salaried non-

agricultural employment, meaning that the female 

employment gap that remains is not evenly 

distributed across class, education level or location, 

and that a rising aggregate participation rate does 

not by itself indicate converging economic 

opportunity for all women. 

Political representation offers a further 

illustration, this time of a domain where formal 

intervention exists specifically to correct for 

structural under-representation. The 73rd 

Constitutional Amendment Act, 1992, inserted 

Article 243D into the Constitution, mandating that 

not less than one-third of seats in Panchayati Raj 

institutions (local rural self-government bodies) be 

reserved for women, with several states 

subsequently increasing this reservation to one-half. 

This is, in effect, a substantive-equality intervention: 

a formally equal electoral system, left uncorrected, 

had not produced proportionate political 

representation for women, and the constitutional 

response was not merely to reaffirm formal equality 

of franchise but to mandate a compensatory 

structural measure. Even here, however, evidence on 

the operation of women's political reservation in 

India has long noted the phenomenon of proxy 

representation, in which formally elected women 

panchayat members' decision-making authority is in 

practice exercised by male relatives, a pattern itself 

reported to vary with the elected woman's caste, 

education and household position - a further 

illustration of intersecting, rather than uniform, 

constraints on the same formal entitlement. 

Health and bodily autonomy, and 

specifically freedom from violence within the home, 

are the domain this paper develops as its focused 

empirical illustration, precisely because the NFHS-5 

dataset provides an unusually rich, nationally 

representative, caste-disaggregated evidentiary base 

that most other rights domains discussed above do 

not yet permit at comparable depth. Sections 4, 7 

and 8 examine this domain in detail. It should be 

read, however, as one illustration within a wider 

pattern: the education, employment and political-

representation evidence already surveyed above 

indicates that the basic intersectional argument - that 

caste, class, geography and other social positions 

interact to shape the substantive, as opposed to 



 

  

International Journal of Humanities Social Science and Management (IJHSSM) 

Volume 6, Issue 5, Sep. – Oct., 2026, pp: 01-21                             ISSN: 3048-6874  

www.ijhssm.org                                                      

 

 

 

DOI: 10.5281/zenodo.22338941      | Impact Factor value 7.52 |   ISO 9001: 2008 Certified Journal        Page 6 

formal, enjoyment of rights - holds across multiple 

domains of Indian women's lives, and is not an 

artefact specific to the violence-and-justice case this 

paper examines most closely. 

 
Figure 1. Conceptual Framework: How Intersecting Social Positions Shape Multiple Rights Domains 

Source: constructed by the author to illustrate the analytical framework developed in Sections 2-3; not a 

statistical result. 

 

IV. Literature Review: Caste, Intimate 

Partner Violence and Help-Seeking in 

India 
This section reviews the literature specific 

to the paper's focused empirical illustration: caste, 

IPV, and help-seeking in India, primarily drawing 

on NFHS data. The literature can be organised along 

two axes: studies of IPV prevalence and its 

determinants, and the comparatively smaller set of 

studies of help-seeking. Caste enters both literatures, 

but unevenly, and establishing precisely how is the 

purpose of this review. 

On the prevalence side, Chowdhury, Singh, 

Kasemi and Chakrabarty (2022) offer the most 

directly relevant study. Analysing NFHS-5 data on 

10,168 ever-married Scheduled Caste (SC) women 

and 9,695 ever-married General-category women 

aged 15-49, the authors found that 37.3% of SC 

women and 24.4% of General-category women had 

ever experienced physical, sexual or emotional IPV 

from a husband - a gap of 12.9 percentage points. 

Using a Fairlie decomposition (a Blinder-Oaxaca-

type method adapted for binary outcomes), they 

apportioned this gap to differences between the two 

groups in observable characteristics: husband's 

alcohol consumption accounted for 26.33% of the 

gap, household wealth index for 24.48%, husband's 

controlling behaviour for 24%, and women's 

exposure to parental IPV for 15.87%. This 

decomposition shows that differences in wealth, 

alcohol use, controlling behaviour and parental IPV 

exposure between SC and General-category 

households contribute substantially to the observed 

prevalence gap; it is a compositional decomposition 

of a group disparity, not a test of a caste x wealth 

statistical interaction, and the study does not report 

one. The finding is compatible with an intersectional 

interpretation - in the sense that caste-based 

disadvantage appears to operate substantially 

through, rather than independently of, economic and 

household-power structures - but it does not itself 

establish a multiplicative interaction between caste 

and wealth, and this paper does not treat it as doing 

so. Nor does the study examine help-seeking at all. 

A related, single-group study - distinct 

from the SC-General comparison discussed above 

and using an earlier survey round - is also relevant 

here. Chowdhury, Singh, Kasemi, Chakrabarty and 

Roy Pakhadhara (2022), analysing NFHS-4 (2015-

16) data on 11,076 ever-married Scheduled Caste 

women, found that approximately 40% had 

experienced physical, sexual or emotional IPV in 

their lifetime, and identified predictors of IPV 
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within this single caste group, including husband's 

alcohol consumption, women's employment status, 

and higher parity (four or more children). This study 

uses NFHS-4, not NFHS-5, and does not compare 

SC women with other caste categories; it is cited 

here specifically because it demonstrates that 

Scheduled Caste women are not internally 

homogeneous - IPV risk within the SC category 

itself varies with household-level factors such as 

alcohol use and family structure, reinforcing this 

paper's broader caution against treating any single 

caste category as a uniform group. Its figures are not 

merged with, or presented as, NFHS-5 evidence 

anywhere in this paper. 

A related strand examines IPV among sub-

populations of SC women, or, more broadly, among 

"backward" versus "forward" caste categories, 

generally using NFHS-4 (2015-16) and confirming a 

broadly similar pattern of caste-based disadvantage. 

Chandra, Srivastava, Singh, Mukherjee and Patel 

(2023) approached the same broad topic from the 

perpetrator side, examining married men's 

characteristics - including caste - associated with 

IPV perpetration using NFHS-5 data; their findings 

concern husbands' characteristics rather than a 

survivor-side test of caste, wealth and residence 

interacting to shape help-seeking, and should not be 

read as extending to that question. 

On the help-seeking side, the literature is 

thinner, and its treatment of caste has evolved across 

NFHS rounds in a way directly relevant to this 

paper's research gap. Kanougiya, Sivakami, 

Daruwalla and Osrin (2022) analysed help-seeking 

for IPV experienced in the past 12 months using 

NFHS-3 (2005-06) and NFHS-4 (2015-16), defining 

"formal" help-seeking as a composite category 

encompassing police, legal support and healthcare 

providers, as distinct from informal help from 

family, friends or neighbours. They found that any 

help-seeking declined from 24.5% to 13.8% 

between the two rounds, informal help-seeking 

declined from 24.1% to 13.4%, and formal help-

seeking specifically declined only marginally, from 

1.2% to 1.1%. The study did include caste/social 

group among its covariates and reported that women 

from lower castes and women with children were 

less likely to seek formal help. This is the closest 

existing precedent for a caste-sensitive help-seeking 

analysis, though its data now pre-date NFHS-5, its 

formal-help measure is a composite of police, legal 

and healthcare contact over the preceding 12 months 

rather than a lifetime, police-specific measure, and it 

did not test caste's interaction with wealth or 

residence. This definitional distinction - a 12-month, 

multi-source "formal help" measure in Kanougiya et 

al. versus, as set out below, a lifetime, source-

specific "police contact" measure in the most recent 

NFHS-5 study - is maintained carefully throughout 

this paper's discussion of the help-seeking trend, 

since the two are not directly comparable figures. 

Ghoshal, Patil, Sinha, Gadgil, Nathani, 

Jain, Ramasubramani and Roy (2024), published in 

BMC Global and Public Health, is the most recent 

and, in several respects, the most rigorous NFHS-5 

help-seeking study, and it defines the precise 

boundary of existing knowledge this paper's 

proposed future analysis would need to extend. 

Using Poisson regression on 72,320 women aged 

18-49 in the NFHS-5 domestic violence module, of 

whom 63,851 (88.28%) were currently or ever 

married and 17,765 had ever faced physical and/or 

sexual IPV, the study found that only 14.2% (2,449 

women) of those who had faced IPV sought any 

help, with formal help - principally police (6.94-

8.43%) and doctors (1.84-2.71%) - a small fraction 

of that. Significant predictors of any help-seeking, in 

the adjusted model, were husband's alcohol 

consumption and having witnessed parental IPV; 

wealth quintile, women's empowerment status, 

number of children and rural residence were 

significant unadjusted but not after adjustment. The 

study's independent-variable set spans individual-, 

household- and community-level covariates; caste or 

social group does not appear among them at any 

level. This is not presented here as a flaw: the 

study's own research question did not require a 

caste-focused specification. What the omission 

creates is an opening: the most methodologically 

current national picture of who reaches formal help 

after IPV in India is silent on caste, while the one 

study that examined caste (Kanougiya et al., 2022) 

used markedly older data and did not test the 

proposed wealth or residence interactions. Dehingia, 

Dey, McDougal, McAuley, Singh and Raj (2022) 

round out the literature with a machine-learning 

approach to help-seeking risk factors, again without 

a caste-focused design. A search of literature 

published through 2026 did not identify a 

subsequent NFHS-5-based study testing the 

proposed caste x wealth x residence configuration 

for formal help-seeking specifically; the gap 

accordingly appears to remain current, though this 

should be read as "the literature does not yet provide 

sufficient evidence" rather than as a claim that the 

question has never been considered. 
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Table 2. Selected Empirical Studies on Caste, IPV and Help-Seeking in India (NFHS-based) 

Study Data/sample Method Key finding What it does not 

examine 

Chowdhury et 

al. (2022). 

NFHS-5; 10,168 SC 

and 9,695 General 

ever-married 

women, 15-49 

Fairlie 

decomposition of 

binary IPV 

outcome 

SC-General IPV 

prevalence gap of 12.9 

points, substantially 

explained by wealth and 

household-power factors 

Help-seeking; 

formal caste x 

wealth interaction 

term 

Kanougiya et 

al. (2022). 

NFHS-3 (2005-06) 

& NFHS-4 (2015-

16); IPV-affected 

women 

Descriptive + 

regression, 

includes caste 

Formal help-seeking is rare 

and declining across 

rounds; lower-caste 

women are less likely to 

seek formal help 

NFHS-5 data; 

caste x wealth or 

x residence 

interaction 

Ghoshal et al. 

(2024). 

NFHS-5; 17,765 

IPV-affected 

women, 18-49 

Poisson regression 14.2% sought any help; 

alcohol use and witnessed 

parental IPV were 

significant predictors 

Caste/social 

group not 

included as a 

variable 

Chandra et al. 

(2023). 

NFHS-5; married 

men 

Regression, 

perpetrator 

characteristics 

Caste-linked structural 

factors associated with IPV 

perpetration 

Women's help-

seeking; survivor-

side outcomes 

Dehingia et al. 

(2022). 

NFHS-based; IPV-

affected women 

Machine-learning 

risk-factor 

identification 

Identifies 

injury/disclosure-related 

predictors of help-seeking 

Caste-focused 

design 

Source: constructed by the author from the studies cited in Section 4. All findings attributed to the named study; 

no original computation performed. 

 

V. Indian Constitutional, Statutory and 

Human Rights Framework 
India's constitutional guarantee of equality 

is built principally on Articles 14, 15, 17, and 21, 

and its relevance to intersectional disadvantage 

extends well beyond the violence-and-justice case 

examined in depth later in this paper. Article 14 

guarantees equality before the law and the equal 

protection of the laws; Article 15 prohibits 

discrimination on grounds including sex, and Article 

15(3) expressly permits, and has been read by courts 

to encourage, special provisions for women as a 

corrective to historical disadvantage rather than an 

exception to equality - the constitutional basis, for 

instance, for the political-representation reservation 

discussed in Section 3. Article 17 abolishes 

"untouchability," a provision inseparable from the 

caste question central to this paper's empirical 

illustration. Article 21 guarantees the right to life 

and personal liberty, which has been judicially 

expanded to encompass the right to live with human 

dignity. 

Indian constitutional jurisprudence has 

moved, unevenly but discernibly, from a formal 

towards a more substantive conception of equality. 

In State of Kerala v. N.M. Thomas, AIR 1976 SC 

490, and Indra Sawhney v. Union of India, AIR 

1993 SC 477, the Supreme Court accepted that 

identical treatment of unequally situated groups 

could itself produce inequality, legitimising 

compensatory and classification-based measures. In 

Anuj Garg v. Hotel Association of India, (2008) 3 

SCC 1, the Court articulated an anti-stereotyping 

standard under which protective legislation 

premised on generalisations about women's 

capacities could itself violate substantive equality. 

Of particular relevance to the intersectionality 

framework, in Navtej Singh Johar v. Union of India, 

(2018) 10 SCC 1, decided 6 September 2018 by a 

five-judge Constitution Bench in the context of a 

constitutional challenge to Section 377 of the Indian 

Penal Code, Justice Chandrachud's concurring 

opinion held that a formalistic, single-ground 

reading of Article 15's non-discrimination guarantee 

fails to capture the intersectional nature of 

discrimination, which cannot be understood in 

isolation from other identities and their broader 

socio-political and economic context. This 
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reasoning was developed in the specific factual 

context of discrimination on grounds of sexual 

orientation, not caste or class, and the judgment 

should not be read as establishing a comprehensive 

judicial doctrine addressing caste x class x gender 

intersectionality specifically. It is nonetheless 

significant for this paper's purposes as a rare 

instance in which the Supreme Court has engaged 

explicitly, at the level of constitutional reasoning, 

with the analytical premise that discrimination on 

multiple grounds cannot be adequately addressed by 

treating each ground in isolation - the same premise 

this paper applies, in a different factual domain, to 

caste, wealth and gender. 

Turning to the empirical illustration this 

paper develops in depth, the Protection of Women 

from Domestic Violence Act, 2005 (PWDVA) is the 

statutory instrument most directly relevant. It 

created civil remedies distinct from the criminal 

law: protection orders (Section 18), residence orders 

(Section 19), monetary relief (Section 20), custody 

orders (Section 21) and compensation orders 

(Section 22), accessed through Protection Officers 

(Section 8) and Service Providers (Section 10). In 

Hiral P. Harsora v. Kusum Narottamdas Harsora, 

(2016) 10 SCC 165, the Supreme Court struck down 

the words "adult male" from the definition of 

"respondent" in Section 2(q), holding the restriction 

violative of Article 14. The decision illustrates the 

judiciary's willingness to interpret the Act 

expansively, but equally illustrates that its 

substantive reach has depended significantly on 

judicial interpretation triggered by litigation, which 

presupposes that a woman has already reached a 

lawyer, a court, or a Protection Officer capable of 

raising the point. 

This is where the formal 

comprehensiveness of the constitutional and 

statutory framework meets the empirical question 

this paper investigates. The PWDVA's remedies are 

formally non-discriminatory on their face: the 

statute extends an identical bundle of civil remedies 

to every woman regardless of caste, wealth or 

residence. Formal non-discrimination of this kind is 

a necessary but not sufficient condition for 

substantive equality, which additionally requires 

asking whether a poor, rural, Scheduled Caste 

woman has practical, comparable access to a 

Protection Officer or a responsive police station, 

relative to a wealthier, urban, upper-caste woman - a 

question of implementation, awareness and 

institutional accessibility that the text of the statute 

alone cannot answer. CEDAW General 

Recommendation No. 33 (2015) arguably implies a 

State obligation to monitor precisely this kind of 

compounded disadvantage, but its domestic 

implementation has not, on the evidence reviewed in 

Section 4, been matched by disaggregated, caste-

sensitive research on formal help-seeking outcomes 

- the legal-empirical gap this paper's proposed future 

analysis, specified in Section 8, is designed to 

address. 

 

Table 5. Indian Legal and International Human Rights Framework Relevant to Intersectional Women's 

Rights 

Instrument/provision What it formally guarantees The substantive-equality question it 

raises 

Constitution, Art. 14 Equality before the law; equal 

protection of the laws 

Does identical treatment of women in 

different positions produce equal 

outcomes? 

Constitution, Art. 15 

& 15(3) 

Non-discrimination on grounds of sex; 

special provisions for women permitted 

Are special provisions (e.g. political 

reservation) reaching all women equally, 

or unevenly by caste/class? 

Constitution, Art. 17 Abolition of untouchability Does formal abolition translate into equal 

institutional treatment for SC/ST women 

specifically? 

Constitution, Art. 21 Right to life and personal liberty, incl. 

dignity 

Does the dignity guarantee extend, in 

practice, to equal protection from 

violence for all women? 

PWDVA, 2005 Civil remedies: protection, residence, 

monetary relief, custody, compensation 

Is the remedy structure equally accessible 

to poor, rural, marginalised-caste women 
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orders in practice? 

CEDAW, Art. 1; GR 

No. 19 (1992) 

Gender-based violence recognised as 

discrimination 

Are all women equally protected, or does 

protection vary by intersecting social 

position? 

CEDAW GR No. 33 

(2015) 

Requires States to identify 

intersecting/compounded 

discrimination in access to justice 

Has India's monitoring infrastructure 

(e.g., NFHS-5 analyses) operationalised 

this obligation specifically for caste? 

SDG 5, 10 & 16 Gender equality; reduced inequalities; 

access to justice and effective 

institutions 

Do national indicators disaggregate by 

intersecting position, or only by gender? 

Source: constructed by the author from the constitutional, statutory and international instruments cited in 

Section 5. 

 

VI. Methodology 
This section states plainly what kind of 

study this is, and this framing governs every 

empirical claim made later in the paper. The study 

adopts a critical secondary-data synthesis design. It 

draws upon published analyses of nationally 

representative Indian datasets, particularly NFHS-5, 

and official data on education, employment and 

political representation, and interprets these findings 

through an intersectional Human Rights framework. 

This study does not present original regression 

estimates from NFHS-5 respondent-level microdata. 

It critically synthesises and interprets findings 

reported in verified NFHS-based studies and 

relevant official and scholarly sources. The 

objective is not to reproduce or claim an original 

statistical analysis of NFHS-5 microdata, but to 

critically examine what the existing evidence 

establishes, what it leaves insufficiently examined, 

and what this means for substantive equality in 

women's rights. 

NFHS-5 microdata is freely available 

through the DHS Program subject to standard data-

use registration (The DHS Program, India: Standard 

DHS, 2019-21 Dataset), but independent microdata 

registration, extraction and survey-weighted 

statistical modelling were not undertaken as part of 

this exercise. No statistic, table or figure in this 

paper is presented as an original finding; every 

reported figure is attributed to the specific published 

source that produced it - whether the Census of 

India, the Periodic Labour Force Survey, or a peer-

reviewed NFHS-5 analysis. 

For the paper's focused empirical 

illustration, three studies form the core of the 

synthesis, each serving a distinct and clearly 

bounded purpose. Chowdhury et al. (2022) is used 

to establish that caste-based inequalities in IPV 

exposure are empirically observable in NFHS-5 

data, and to show, through their Fairlie 

decomposition, the extent to which this gap operates 

through wealth and household-power mechanisms. 

Ghoshal et al. (2024) is used to establish the current, 

most rigorous evidence on help-seeking among IPV-

affected women using NFHS-5, and to establish 

precisely which variables its published explanatory 

framework does and does not include. Kanougiya et 

al. (2022) is used to establish that caste has 

previously been shown to matter for formal help-

seeking specifically, using NFHS-3 and NFHS-4, 

while making clear that this evidence pre-dates 

NFHS-5. 

Primary data source underlying the IPV-

related studies. The National Family Health Survey-

5 (NFHS-5, 2019-21), conducted by the 

International Institute for Population Sciences (IIPS) 

under the Ministry of Health and Family Welfare, 

interviewed 724,115 women aged 15-49 from 

636,699 households, using a two-stage stratified 

sampling design (IIPS & ICF, 2021). Domestic 

violence questions were administered only to a 

random 15% household sub-sample of 72,320 

women aged 18-49; of these, 63,851 (88.28%) were 

currently or ever married, and it is this ever-married 

sub-sample from which IPV and help-seeking 

estimates are drawn (Ghoshal et al., 2024). 

The study population is represented by the 

synthesised statistics. Chowdhury et al.'s (2022) 

findings represent ever-married SC women (n = 

10,168) and General-category women (n = 9,695) 

aged 15-49, not all Indian women, and not ST or 

OBC women, who fall outside that study's 

comparison. Ghoshal et al.'s (2024) findings 

represent the 17,765 ever-married women nationally 

who reported ever experiencing IPV; this is 

nationally representative of IPV survivors but does 

not disaggregate by caste, as established above. 
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What this synthesis does, and does not, 

claim. Section 7 compiles verified statistics from the 

cited studies into comparable tables and figures, 

each cross-referenced to its source. It does not 

compute a caste x wealth x residence interaction 

term for formal help-seeking because no published 

source has done so, and independent access to 

microdata was unavailable. Section 8 states this 

absence as a specific, evidenced finding and 

specifies exactly what primary analysis would be 

required to test the paper's central proposition 

directly. This is treated as a matter of 

methodological transparency, not a deficiency to be 

concealed: an honest account of the limits of 

existing evidence is preferable, on the data-integrity 

standard this paper adopts, to an analysis that 

manufactures statistical precision it cannot support. 

Causal language. Because NFHS-5 and the 

cited secondary studies are cross-sectional, no claim 

of causation is made anywhere in this paper. 

Findings are described using associational language 

- "associated with," "correlated with," "consistent 

with," "may reflect," "raises the possibility" - 

throughout. 

 

VII. Empirical Illustration: Caste, IPV and 

Help-Seeking in India 

Consistent with the methodological 

statement in Section 6, this section reports only 

verified, previously published statistics specific to 

the paper's focused empirical illustration - IPV and 

help-seeking - organised to allow comparison across 

the prevalence and help-seeking literatures. No new 

statistical test is performed; every figure is attributed 

to its source, and figures from different studies or 

analytical samples are kept clearly distinguished. 

Sample and definitions. Table 3 

summarises the NFHS-5 domestic violence module's 

sampling structure and the caste-based IPV 

prevalence gap. Of 72,320 women aged 18-49 

administered the domestic violence questions, 

63,851 (88.28%) were currently or ever married, of 

whom 17,765 reported ever experiencing physical 

and/or sexual IPV, and 2,449 of those reported 

seeking help of any kind (IIPS & ICF, 2021; 

Ghoshal et al., 2024). Chowdhury et al.'s (2022) 

central finding, also reported in Table 3, is that 

37.3% of ever-married SC women and 24.4% of 

ever-married General-category women in their 

NFHS-5 sample had ever experienced IPV - a gap of 

12.9 percentage points, specific to the SC-General 

comparison and not, on this evidence alone, 

extended to ST or OBC women. 

 

Table 3. NFHS-5 Domestic Violence Module: Sample and IPV Prevalence by Caste 

Indicator Value Source 

Women administered domestic violence 

questions (18-49) 

72,320 IIPS & ICF (2021) 

Currently/ever married among DV-module 

women 

63,851 (88.28%) Ghoshal et al. (2024) 

Ever experienced physical and/or sexual IPV 17,765 (27.8% of ever-

married) 

Ghoshal et al. (2024) 

Sought help of any kind (among IPV-affected) 2,449 (14.2%) Ghoshal et al. (2024) 

IPV prevalence, Scheduled Caste women (ever-

married, 15-49) 

37.3% Chowdhury et al. (2022) 

IPV prevalence, General-category women (ever-

married, 15-49) 

24.4% Chowdhury et al. (2022) 

SC-General prevalence gap 12.9 percentage points Chowdhury et al. (2022) 

Note: IPV is defined as ever having experienced physical, sexual or emotional violence from a husband. The 

caste comparison covers only the SC and General categories; ST/OBC are not reported separately by the cited 

source. 

 

Decomposing the caste gap. Table 3 also 

reports the Fairlie decomposition of this gap: 

husband's alcohol consumption explains the largest 

share (26.33%), followed by household wealth 

index (24.48%), husband's controlling behaviour 

(24%), and witnessed parental IPV (15.87%), with 
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smaller contributions from number of living 

children and women's employment status 

(Chowdhury et al., 2022). This demonstrates that a 

substantial share of the caste-based gap in IPV 

prevalence operates through wealth and household 

power dynamics rather than through caste as an 

unmediated factor - consistent with, but 

methodologically distinct from, a formal caste x 

wealth interaction-term regression, which 

Chowdhury et al. do not report and this paper does 

not claim. 

 
Figure 3. Fairlie Decomposition of the SC-General IPV Prevalence Gap, NFHS-5 (2019-21) 

Source: constructed by the author from statistics reported in Chowdhury et al. (2022). No original computation 

performed. 

 

Selected help-seeking indicators across 

NFHS rounds. Table 4 places Ghoshal et al.'s (2024) 

NFHS-5 findings alongside the two preceding 

rounds, as reported in the same paper and in 

Kanougiya et al. (2022), but the table is deliberately 

titled as a set of "selected indicators" rather than a 

single trend line, because the underlying measures 

differ in two important respects that this paper does 

not collapse. First, reference period: Kanougiya et 

al.'s NFHS-3/NFHS-4 figures concern IPV and help-

seeking in the past 12 months, while Ghoshal et al.'s 

NFHS-5 figures concern women who have ever 

experienced IPV. Second, category definition: 

Kanougiya et al.'s "formal help-seeking" is a 

composite of police, legal support and healthcare 

contact (1.2% in NFHS-3, declining marginally to 

1.1% in NFHS-4, against a decline in any help-

seeking from 24.5% to 13.8% and informal help-

seeking from 24.1% to 13.4%), whereas Ghoshal et 

al. report police contact and doctor/medical contact 

as separate, source-specific figures for NFHS-5 

(6.94-8.43% and 1.84-2.71% of IPV survivors 

respectively), within an overall "any help-seeking" 

figure of 14.2% (2,449 of 17,765 IPV-affected 

women); the remaining 85.8% sought no help from 

any source, and among those who did, roughly 95% 

sought informal help. Read cautiously, and without 

treating the three rounds as a single comparable 

series, the NFHS-5 police-specific figure is 

markedly higher than Kanougiya et al.'s NFHS-

3/NFHS-4 composite formal-help figure, which is at 

a minimum consistent with increased institutional 

engagement in the most recent round, though the 

differing reference periods and category definitions 

mean this cannot be described as a precisely 

measured trend. A rural/urban breakdown of help-

seeking reported in one secondary source could not 

be reconciled with the study's own national average 

after population weighting was applied and has 

accordingly been excluded rather than reproduced. 

Predictors of help-seeking, and the absence 

of the caste variable. Table 4 also reports unadjusted 

help-seeking prevalence by covariate: higher among 

women whose husbands drank alcohol (19.91% 

versus 10.19%), among women who had witnessed 

parental IPV (17.26% versus 12.54%), among the 

richest wealth quintile (19.14%), and among 

formerly married women (25.24% versus 13.10%); 

lower among women with more than two children 

(12.41% versus 18.07%). In the adjusted Poisson 

regression, only husband's alcohol use and 

witnessed parental IPV remained statistically 
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significant; wealth quintile, empowerment status, 

number of children and rural residence lost 

significance after adjustment. As established in 

Section 4, caste/social group was not included 

among this study's independent variables at any 

level - a specification choice appropriate to that 

study's own research question, but one that means 

these adjusted-model findings cannot be read as 

evidence either that caste "does not matter" for help-

seeking or that it does. 

 

Table 4. Selected Help-Seeking Indicators Across NFHS Rounds 

Indicator Value Source 

Any help-seeking, past 12 months' IPV, NFHS-3 

(2005-06) 

24.5% Kanougiya et al. (2022) 

Any help-seeking, past 12 months' IPV, NFHS-4 

(2015-16) 

13.8% Kanougiya et al. (2022) 

Informal help-seeking, past 12 months' IPV, 

NFHS-3 

24.1% Kanougiya et al. (2022) 

Informal help-seeking, past 12 months' IPV, 

NFHS-4 

13.4% Kanougiya et al. (2022) 

Formal help-seeking* (composite), past 12 

months' IPV, NFHS-3 

1.2% Kanougiya et al. (2022) 

Formal help-seeking* (composite), past 12 

months' IPV, NFHS-4 

1.1% Kanougiya et al. (2022) 

Any help-seeking, ever experienced IPV, NFHS-

5 (2019-21) 

14.2% Ghoshal et al. (2024) 

Police contact†, ever experienced IPV, NFHS-5 6.94% - 8.43% Ghoshal et al. (2024) 

Doctor/medical contact†, ever experienced IPV, 

NFHS-5 

1.84% - 2.71% Ghoshal et al. (2024) 

Help-seeking where husband drinks alcohol 

(unadjusted), NFHS-5 

19.91% vs 10.19% Ghoshal et al. (2024) 

Help-seeking where a woman witnessed parental 

IPV (unadjusted), NFHS-5 

17.26% vs 12.54% Ghoshal et al. (2024) 

Help-seeking, richest wealth quintile 

(unadjusted), NFHS-5 

19.14% Ghoshal et al. (2024) 

Caste/social group tested as a predictor of help-

seeking, NFHS-5 

Not included Ghoshal et al. (2024) 

*Kanougiya et al.'s 'formal help-seeking' is a composite of police, legal and healthcare contact, measured over 

the 12 months preceding the survey. †Ghoshal et al. report police and doctor contact as separate, source-

specific figures among women who have ever experienced IPV (a lifetime measure). Because reference periods 

and category definitions differ across rounds, this table presents selected indicators for descriptive comparison 

and should NOT be read as a single, directly comparable longitudinal series. 
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Figure 4. Selected Help-Seeking Indicators Across NFHS Rounds (Not a Directly Comparable Series) 

Source: constructed by the author from statistics reported in Ghoshal et al. (2024) and Kanougiya et al. (2022). 

No original computation performed. See Table 4 note on definitional differences. 

 

Synthesis, held strictly at the level of 

established findings. Read together, the literature 

establishes a substantial, wealth-and-household-

power-mediated caste gap in IPV exposure, and a 

set of individual- and household-level predictors of 

help-seeking, chiefly husband's alcohol use and 

witnessed parental IPV, in a model that does not 

include caste, alongside earlier evidence that caste 

was associated with formal help-seeking in older 

survey rounds. The literature reviewed for this study 

did not identify a published NFHS-5 analysis that 

directly tests whether the caste gap in IPV exposure 

persists, disappears, or is amplified once a woman 

has experienced IPV, and whether she can access 

formal help. This precise, bounded absence of 

evidence carries over into Section 8 as this paper's 

central empirical research gap. 

 

VIII. Intersectional Analysis and Research 

Gap 
This section explicitly applies the three-

level evidence framework introduced in Section 1 to 

the paper's empirical illustration to keep established 

findings, their interpretation, and the proposed 

future research question clearly separated. 

Level 1 - established empirical findings. 

Caste is strongly associated with IPV exposure in 

NFHS-5 data (Chowdhury et al., 2022), and this 

association operates largely through wealth and 

household power mechanisms. Reported police 

contact among IPV survivors in NFHS-5 (Ghoshal 

et al., 2024) is markedly higher than the composite 

formal-help-seeking figure reported for NFHS-

3/NFHS-4 (Kanougiya et al., 2022), though, as 

established in Section 7, the two measures differ in 

reference period and category definition and should 

not be read as a single, precisely measured trend 

line. Husband's alcohol use and witnessed parental 

IPV are established, statistically significant 

predictors of help-seeking in the adjusted NFHS-5 

model (Ghoshal et al., 2024). Caste was associated 

with formal help-seeking in NFHS-3/4 data 

(Kanougiya et al., 2022) but was not tested in the 

NFHS-5 help-seeking model (Ghoshal et al., 2024). 

Level 2 - interpretation through 

intersectionality and Human Rights. Read through 

Crenshaw's and Collins's frameworks, these Level 1 

findings are consistent with, but do not by 

themselves confirm, a structurally intersectional 

account of caste-based disadvantage in India: the 

same mechanisms that Chowdhury et al. (2022) 

show contribute to the caste gap in IPV exposure are 

independently documented in the broader help-

seeking literature as barriers to seeking assistance in 

general. It is theoretically plausible, on this basis, 

that these mechanisms could also constrain formal 

help-seeking specifically among lower-caste, low-

wealth women - but plausibility grounded in 

adjacent evidence is not the same as a demonstrated 

finding, and it is not a claim of statistical interaction. 

Read through a Human Rights lens, the markedly 

higher police-contact figure reported for NFHS-5 
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relative to the earlier composite formal-help figures 

is, read cautiously given the definitional differences 

noted in Section 7, tentatively encouraging as an 

indication that institutional engagement by IPV 

survivors may not be static; whether any genuine 

improvement has been evenly distributed across 

caste and wealth groups remains, at this level, an 

open interpretive question that the current 

descriptive comparison cannot resolve. 

Level 3 - the proposed empirical question 

and research gap. Existing research has separately 

established caste-related inequalities in IPV 

exposure and important determinants of help-

seeking; however, the most recent national NFHS-5 

help-seeking analysis (Ghoshal et al., 2024) does not 

incorporate caste/social group in its explanatory 

framework, while the earlier study that did examine 

caste and formal help-seeking (Kanougiya et al., 

2022) relied on NFHS-3/4 and did not examine the 

intersection of caste, household socioeconomic 

position and rural/urban residence proposed here. 

This constitutes an important, currently under-

examined empirical question with direct Human 

Rights significance, since CEDAW General 

Recommendation No. 33 (2015) requires States to 

identify precisely this kind of intersecting, 

compounded disadvantage in access to justice. 

Propositions for future microdata research. 

The following are stated explicitly as hypotheses 

requiring original testing of NFHS-5 microdata, not 

as results this paper has established. H1: 

caste/social-group status is associated with IPV 

experience, net of household and demographic 

covariates (directly supported at Level 1 by 

Chowdhury et al., 2022, for the SC-General 

comparison, though untested for ST/OBC categories 

with a full covariate-adjusted regression). H2: 

caste/social-group status is associated with help-

seeking among women experiencing IPV (supported 

at Level 1 for NFHS-3/4 by Kanougiya et al., 2022; 

untested for NFHS-5). H3: household wealth may 

modify the relationship between caste/social group 

and formal help-seeking - an interaction hypothesis 

with no direct NFHS-5 test currently available. H4: 

rural residence may further modify this relationship 

- likewise untested. H5: a future interaction model 

may reveal patterns of disadvantage in formal help-

seeking that an additive model, examining each 

factor separately, would fail to capture - the paper's 

central proposition, and the one requiring the most 

substantial original analysis to test. H1 and H2 rest 

on Level 1 evidence drawn from different NFHS 

rounds and analytical designs; H3-H5 are Level 3 

propositions formulated for, but not tested by, this 

synthesis. 

What testing H3-H5 would require. A 

direct test would involve applying an appropriate 

survey-weighted regression model to NFHS-5 

domestic violence module microdata restricted to 

IPV-affected women, with formal help-seeking and 

police contact analysed as clearly defined, separate 

outcomes; caste, wealth quintile and rural/urban 

residence, together with their two-way and three-

way interaction terms, as the primary explanatory 

variables; and husband's alcohol use, witnessed 

parental IPV, education, employment, number of 

children and comparative earnings retained as 

controls on the basis of their established significance 

in Ghoshal et al. (2024). The specific model - for 

instance, survey-weighted logistic regression, 

modified Poisson regression with robust variance of 

the kind used by Ghoshal et al. (2024), or a 

multilevel model where clustering by state or 

community is of substantive interest - should be 

selected on the basis of the outcome's distribution, 

the survey design, and the specific estimand of 

interest, rather than prescribed mechanically in 

advance. Where the research question concerns the 

relative contribution of intersecting social categories 

to between-group variance rather than only mean 

differences, multilevel analysis of individual 

heterogeneity and discriminatory accuracy 

(MAIHDA), an approach increasingly used in 

quantitative intersectionality research, offers a 

further complementary strategy worth considering. 

Predicted probabilities and average marginal effects, 

rather than interaction coefficients read in isolation, 

would in any case be needed to interpret a 

significant interaction in terms of the predicted help-

seeking probability for specific intersectional 

subgroups. 
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Figure 2. Conceptual Pathway: From Intersecting Position to IPV Experience, Help-Seeking and Access 

to Justice 

Source: constructed by the author to illustrate the analytical pathway developed in Section 8; not a statistical 

result. 

 

Table 6. Identified Research Gaps and Future Empirical Questions 

Established (Level 1) Interpretive question (Level 2) Future empirical question (Level 

3) 

Caste strongly associated with IPV 

exposure; gap substantially 

explained by wealth/household-

power (Chowdhury et al., 2022) 

Is this consistent with structural 

intersectionality rather than an 

additive caste effect? 

Does a formal caste-by-wealth 

interaction term, not just 

decomposition, confirm this? 

Formal help-seeking rose sharply, 

NFHS-4 to NFHS-5 (Ghoshal et al., 

2024) 

Has this improvement reached 

marginalised-caste women 

specifically? 

Caste-disaggregated trend analysis 

across NFHS rounds 

Caste omitted from the NFHS-5 

help-seeking model (Ghoshal et al., 

2024) 

Does this reflect a genuine 

absence of a caste effect, or an 

unexamined one? 

Re-estimate the Ghoshal et al. 

model with caste and caste x wealth 

x residence interactions added 

Caste associated with formal help-

seeking in NFHS-3/4 (Kanougiya et 

al., 2022) 

Does this association persist in the 

most recent round, given the rise 

in police contact in the NFHS-5? 

Direct NFHS-5 replication with 

interaction terms 

Source: constructed by the author, synthesising Sections 4, 7 and 8. Distinguishes established findings from 

interpretation and from untested future propositions. 

 

IX. Human Rights Implications 
Moving from the empirical synthesis to a 

Human Rights reading requires tracing a logical 

chain from statistical association to social 

inequality, to institutional access, to substantive 

equality and State obligations. Consistent with the 

three-level framework applied in Section 8, this 

chain can be followed only as far as the Level 1 and 

Level 2 evidence permits. 

The statistical association is established at 

Level 1: caste is strongly linked to IPV exposure, 

operating through wealth and household-power 

mechanisms rather than through caste as an 

unmediated category. This constitutes evidence of 

social inequality in the enjoyment of a fundamental 
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interest - freedom from violence within the home - 

that Article 21's dignity guarantee and CEDAW's 

Article 1 non-discrimination standard both protect. 

Whether this social inequality translates into 

unequal institutional access to remedy is not yet 

demonstrated by the available NFHS-5 evidence, 

though it is a theoretically grounded possibility 

given that the same mechanisms already shown to 

drive the exposure gap are independently 

documented as general barriers to help-seeking, 

even without a caste-specific breakdown. 

If the interaction analysis specified in 

Section 8 were, in future, to confirm that caste and 

wealth interact to depress formal help-seeking 

specifically, this would constitute evidence of 

precisely the gap between formal and substantive 

equality that CEDAW General Recommendation 

No. 33 identifies as a State obligation to remedy. On 

the present evidence, it is already possible to say 

something narrower but still significant: India's 

disaggregated monitoring of formal help-seeking by 

caste is, at minimum, incomplete, since the most 

rigorous available national analysis does not 

measure it. This incompleteness is itself a finding 

with Human Rights significance, independent of 

what a completed interaction analysis would 

eventually show. 

This connects to the broader argument 

developed across this paper: the "rights on paper" 

versus "rights in practice" distinction is visible not 

only in the IPV/help-seeking case but across the 

education, employment and political-representation 

evidence surveyed in Section 3. A gender-only 

reading of any of this evidence - the literacy gap, the 

employment gap, the pattern of proxy representation 

in panchayats, or the 85.8% of IPV survivors who 

do not seek help - would prescribe a uniform, caste-

blind intervention. An intersectional reading, 

informed by the caste-wealth mechanisms already 

shown to drive several of these gaps, would instead 

ask whether the residual disadvantage in each 

domain is evenly distributed or concentrated among 

the same structurally disadvantaged women, and 

would treat an absence of disaggregated evidence, 

where it exists, as itself a policy-relevant finding. 

It is worth restating, finally, why help-

seeking specifically cannot be treated as a full proxy 

for access to justice. Police contact indicates that a 

woman has crossed an institutional threshold; it says 

nothing directly about whether the response she 

received was accessible, timely, non-discriminatory 

or effective, nor whether it resulted in a protection 

order, enforcement or a dignified institutional 

experience. CEDAW General Recommendation No. 

33 (2015) frames access to justice around this 

broader set of qualities rather than around initial 

contact alone. The evidence synthesised in this 

paper can speak only to the narrower behavioural 

indicator; a genuinely comprehensive assessment 

would additionally require qualitative and 

administrative evidence on what happens after 

contact, which lies outside NFHS-5's scope and this 

paper's own. 

 

X. Policy Implications 
Recommendations here are calibrated to 

what the evidence, including its identified gap, 

actually supports, and are connected directly to the 

specific patterns of disadvantage this paper has 

documented rather than framed in generic terms. 

First, the Ministry of Health and Family 

Welfare and IIPS should ensure that future 

secondary analyses of the NFHS-5 domestic 

violence module, and the design of NFHS-6, 

explicitly retain and report caste/social group as a 

covariate in help-seeking and formal-justice-access 

analyses, not only in prevalence analyses - a 

comparatively low-cost recommendation since the 

variable already exists in the dataset. 

Second, given the demonstrated centrality 

of household wealth and husband's controlling 

behaviour to the caste-IPV exposure gap, Protection 

Officers and One Stop Centres operating in high-

poverty and predominantly SC/ST/OBC localities 

should be resourced on a needs-weighted rather than 

a purely population-weighted basis. 

Third, the markedly higher NFHS-5 police-

contact figure relative to earlier rounds' composite 

formal-help measure, while not a precisely 

measured trend given the definitional differences 

noted in Section 7, is at minimum consistent with 

expanded institutional engagement and should be 

treated as a reasonable basis for continued 

investment in police gender-responsiveness 

initiatives; any such scaling should be accompanied 

from the outset by caste-disaggregated monitoring 

of uptake, so that future survey rounds can 

determine, with a consistent measure, whether gains 

reach SC/ST/OBC women in rural areas 

specifically. 

Fourth, because informal, family-based 

help-seeking dominates overwhelmingly, and 

because a family's protective capacity is itself 

plausibly wealth- and caste-linked, community-level 

interventions building the capacity of natal families 

and neighbourhood networks to respond 

supportively to IPV disclosure should be explicitly 

targeted at low-wealth and marginalised-caste 

communities rather than delivered as a caste-blind 

universal awareness campaign. 
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Fifth, and connecting back to the paper's 

broader theme, disaggregated, intersection-sensitive 

monitoring should not be confined to the IPV 

domain: the education and employment evidence 

surveyed in Section 3 would similarly benefit from 

routine caste x wealth x residence disaggregation in 

official reporting, rather than only aggregate gender 

gaps, if India's Human Rights monitoring is to 

identify compounded disadvantage across the full 

range of rights domains CEDAW General 

Recommendation No. 33 addresses, not only access 

to justice narrowly defined. 

Sixth, and directed at the research 

infrastructure specifically: the Ministry of Women 

and Child Development and the National Human 

Rights Commission should commission or support 

the primary interaction analysis specified in Section 

8 - a survey-weighted regression of formal help-

seeking among NFHS-5 IPV survivors, with caste x 

wealth and caste x wealth x residence interaction 

terms - as a direct, comparatively low-cost way of 

testing whether the PWDVA's formally universal 

remedy structure is being accessed substantively 

equally. 

 

XI. Limitations and Future Research 
This paper's most significant limitation is 

one of research design: it is a secondary synthesis, 

not an original quantitative analysis, because 

independent NFHS-5 microdata access and analysis 

were not undertaken. The paper's central empirical 

proposition - that caste, wealth and residence 

interact to shape formal help-seeking - is developed 

as a well-evidenced hypothesis for future testing, 

not as a demonstrated finding, and this distinction 

has been maintained deliberately throughout. 

Beyond this design-level limitation, several 

further limitations apply. NFHS-5 is cross-sectional, 

so none of the associations reported by Chowdhury 

et al. (2022) or Ghoshal et al. (2024) can support 

causal claims. IPV and help-seeking are self-

reported and subject to recall bias, social-desirability 

bias and under-reporting, particularly for 

stigmatised or severe violence, and disclosure 

willingness itself may vary by social position. The 

domestic violence module is a 15% household sub-

sample with only one eligible woman interviewed 

per household. Married women below 18 were 

excluded from the module, a substantively important 

exclusion given that child marriage remains more 

prevalent in some of the same high-poverty, rural 

contexts this paper's proposition concerns. The 

NFHS caste classification (SC/ST/OBC/General) is 

a coarse, administratively defined categorisation that 

collapses substantial jati-level heterogeneity. The 

NFHS wealth index is a composite asset-based 

measure rather than a direct measure of income or 

consumption. Quantitative intersectionality analysis, 

whatever its interaction terms, cannot capture 

qualitative dimensions of caste-based stigma or 

institutional discrimination, which would require 

complementary qualitative research. As established 

in Sections 2 and 9, formal help-seeking is at best a 

partial proxy for access to justice. Beyond the IPV 

illustration, the education, employment and 

political-representation evidence surveyed in 

Section 3 is drawn from different data sources 

(Census, PLFS, constitutional and secondary 

sources) with their own distinct limitations and 

reference years, and should not be read as forming 

part of a single unified dataset with the NFHS-5 

evidence. 

Future research agenda. The logical 

empirical extension of this synthesis is a primary 

analysis of NFHS-5 domestic violence module 

microdata by researchers with registered DHS 

Program access, examining the two-way interactions 

of caste x wealth, caste x residence, and wealth x 

residence, and, cell sizes permitting, the three-way 

interaction, for IPV experience, any help-seeking, 

formal help-seeking and police contact treated as 

clearly distinguished, separately defined outcomes, 

using a survey-weighted regression approach 

(logistic, modified Poisson, multilevel, or a 

MAIHDA specification, chosen according to the 

outcome distribution and estimand rather than fixed 

in advance) together with predicted probabilities and 

average marginal effects. Beyond the violence 

domain, a comparable intersectional research 

agenda - disaggregating education and employment 

outcomes by caste x wealth x residence rather than 

reporting only aggregate gender gaps - would extend 

this paper's broader argument into the other rights 

domains introduced in Section 3. Complementary 

qualitative research on marginalised-caste women's 

lived experience of institutional contact, and 

administrative-data research using state-level NCRB 

or One Stop Centre records, disaggregated by caste 

where available, would extend this quantitative 

agenda into the fuller access-to-justice question that 

this paper has argued behavioural survey indicators 

alone cannot resolve. 

 

XII. Conclusion 
This paper set out to examine how 

intersecting social identities and structural 

inequalities shape the realisation of women's Human 

Rights in a socially diverse society, taking India as 

its principal empirical context. It argued, following 

Crenshaw and Collins, that women cannot be 
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understood through gender alone: caste, class, 

geography, education and other social positions 

interact - rather than merely add together - to shape 

the substantive, as opposed to formal, enjoyment of 

rights, and this argument was illustrated, with 

genuine data rather than assumption, across 

education, economic participation, political 

representation and, in particular depth, protection 

from intimate partner violence. 

The intimate partner violence case, 

developed as this paper's focused empirical 

illustration, demonstrates the argument concretely. 

Caste is strongly and substantially associated with 

the likelihood of experiencing IPV in India 

(Chowdhury et al., 2022), and this association 

operates in large part through structural mechanisms 

- household wealth, a husband's controlling 

behaviour and alcohol use - consistent with what 

intersectionality theory would predict, rather than 

through caste as an isolated, freestanding variable. 

On help-seeking, the evidence establishes important 

predictors of institutional contact and a markedly 

higher NFHS-5 police-contact figure relative to 

earlier rounds' composite formal-help measure - a 

descriptive comparison rather than a precisely 

measured trend, given differences in reference 

period and category definition - but leaves the 

specific intersection of caste, socioeconomic 

position and residence in formal help-seeking 

insufficiently examined, since the most rigorous 

NFHS-5 help-seeking analysis does not incorporate 

caste at all. This gap is significant independent of 

what a future interaction analysis would find, 

because CEDAW General Recommendation No. 33 

requires States to identify precisely the kind of 

intersecting, compounded disadvantage in access to 

justice that current Indian evidence is not yet 

positioned to rule in or out. 

It is worth restating, in closing, the three 

distinct levels at which this paper's argument 

operates, since conflating them would misrepresent 

what has been shown. As an established finding, 

verified secondary evidence demonstrates a 

substantial caste-based gap in IPV exposure, to 

which household wealth, husband's alcohol use, 

controlling behaviour and parental IPV exposure 

contribute substantially, alongside a markedly 

higher NFHS-5 police-contact figure relative to 

earlier rounds' composite formal-help measure, read 

cautiously given definitional differences. As an 

interpretation, this evidence is consistent with and 

illustrative of the intersectionality framework's core 

claim that caste-based disadvantage in India 

operates through, rather than independently of, 

economic and household-power structures, though 

the available decomposition evidence does not itself 

constitute a demonstrated statistical interaction. As a 

future empirical proposition, whether caste, wealth 

and residence interact specifically to shape formal 

help-seeking after IPV - as opposed to shaping IPV 

exposure, which the existing evidence addresses 

more directly - remains a theoretically grounded, 

empirically testable and currently open question, 

requiring original NFHS-5 microdata analysis that 

this paper has specified but not conducted. 

Returning to the paper's broad theme: 

advancing women's equality in a diverse world 

requires attention to intersecting forms of 

disadvantage rather than treating women as a 

homogeneous category. Formally non-

discriminatory legal guarantees - identical 

constitutional provisions, an identical statutory 

remedy structure, an identical franchise - do not, on 

the evidence surveyed here, automatically produce 

equal enjoyment of rights when women occupy 

different, intersecting social positions, whether in 

education, economic participation, political 

representation, or protection from violence. This 

paper's central contribution is not a demonstrated 

statistical finding; it is a critical synthesis of existing 

evidence, an intersectional Human Rights 

interpretation of that evidence, and the precise 

identification of a theoretically grounded, 

empirically testable and currently open research gap, 

situated within a wider, evidence-based argument 

that the same intersectional dynamic recurs across 

multiple domains of Indian women's lives. 

Advancing substantive equality accordingly requires 

sustained, disaggregated attention to how these 

overlapping social positions interact - in research, in 

monitoring, and in institutional design - rather than a 

single, uniform conception of what women, as a 

category, need. 
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