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Abstract:  

This thesis investigated and explored the challenges in accessing 

Bangladeshi women to talk about their experiences of domestic violence.  

The aim of the thesis had been to consider. 

a) Whether and how the voices of Bangladeshi women are heard within 

the context of domestic violence and abuse and whether women see 

themselves as victims of abuse.  

b) The challenges of hearing Bangladeshi children’s voices and 

whether mothers see their children as victims of abuse in the home.  

c) Factors that help or hinder Bangladeshi women and their children 

sharing their experiences of domestic violence and abuse. 

 

My research explored the impact and challenges of the societal, cultural, and 

community perceptions and the diversity of women’s experiences, through the 

lens of intersectionality and the positionality of the women.   

 

I heard directly from eight women about their lived experiences of different forms 

of abuse.  This took place through face-to-face and online semi-structured 

interviews conducted in English and Bangla, using a framework to collect data 

through interviews, video, audio recordings and note taking processes.  

Accessing women for interviews was difficult as they were fearful of speaking 

about violence in the home and the repercussions this may bring for them and 

their wider families.  This represented a break from what is considered as a 

societal norm for Bangladeshi women. There were challenges in the subsequent 

analysis in terms of translating and transcribing interviews from Bangla to English 
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without compromising on the validity and originality of the women’s own 

expression of their experiences. 

 

I interviewed ten professionals within two focus groups who were mainly from a 

social care setting.  I sought their views on working with Bangladeshi women 

experiencing domestic violence and abuse and what in their views, helped or 

hindered women of Bangladeshi origin seeking support from their agencies.  The 

complexity of individuals experiences, their fears, and the community responses 

highlighted how the women perceive that they deserve to remain in an abusive 

relationship.  

 

The key findings of the research include the understanding and the importance 

of marriage within the Bangladeshi community and the role of the extended family 

as highly significant, both of which in turn limits women’s ability and willingness 

to seek support.  It considered the strength women gain from their faith and giving 

forgiveness of their abusers as a way of healing themselves, and how they blame 

themselves for the abuse they have suffered.  The thesis focused on the barriers 

and challenges they faced while they navigate the lack of understanding of their 

multiple identities of being a woman of colour cultural norms, language, and 

religious belief.  The lack of recognition of abuse in a community which is 

patriarchal is a major factor in women not seeking, or finding, the support they 

need.  The thesis highlighted the role of the extended family and the community 

pressures that force women to remain in an abusive relationship for much longer 

they wanted to.   
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Women spoke about leaving being seen as a sense of individual failure and not 

protecting the name and honour of the family regardless of the women’s 

emotional, financial, or physical standing in the community.  They highlighted how 

they want to protect the wider family in the UK and abroad, often by remaining in 

a marriage and suffering the abuse. I also argue that the social structure and 

inequalities created significant boundaries and limitations for these women, 

where undue responsibilities were placed on them for being the protector of 

children and saving the honour of the community and society at large as a 

woman. 

 

Lastly, I conclude my research and discussed how women see the lack of support 

from agencies and how this collides and intersects with in the choices they make 

about the abuse they experienced, and how their decisions to remain or leave an 

abusive relationship are based on who they are as a Bangladeshi woman and 

how they are seen within the wider society.  

 

My recommendations include the need to ensure Bangladeshi women’s 

experiences of domestic violence and abuse in research become more visible in 

research, which will require understanding and commitment on the part of 

researchers.  Larger scale and longitudinal research is required that does not 

begin with the assumption that the community is problematic.   Women must have 

a more prominent voice and opportunities to challenge current policies that do 

not recognise their specific needs or encourage and support them.  This needs 

to happen through having others like them talking and involving women in support 
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services nationally and locally and, most, within the wider social and faith 

community. 

 

I recommend that women should be able to speak about abuse without threats of 

alienation and retribution affecting their wider families.  I recommend that there 

need to be government guidelines on destigmatising domestic violence and 

abuse within the faith community in having joint work tackling domestic violence 

and abuse.  There needs to be more connection across services, including an 

acceptance that religious beliefs and practices can be used positively to support 

women victims of domestic violence and abuse. This will also require support 

through statutory guidance and policies that are accessible to the Bangladeshi 

community and help open discussion about domestic violence and abuse within 

the community in a way that is not associated with shame and dishonour.  
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Dedication: 
 
 
To my mum and dad, I miss you both so much. 
 
 

To my cousin sister, your silence has been so powerful.  
May you find peace hereafter. 
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Chapter One: Context, methodology and theoretical approach 
 
 
1.1. Introduction 

This research examines and presents an in-depth overview of the research title,  

Finding our Voices:  Bangladeshi women’s experiences of domestic violence 
and abuse 

 
This is a study of experiences of Bangladeshi women living within an already 

marginalised section of the mainstream British society.   Domestic violence and abuse 

cause significant difficulties for those whose lives are affected, regardless of race, 

culture, tradition, religion, economic position, or class.  In the last two decades 

domestic violence and abuse has received greater policy attention nationally, with a 

Domestic Violence Bill being passed and becoming the Domestic Abuse Act and 

greater emphasis given to looking at children as victims of violence in the home.  

Policies designed to support women are more limited when they relate to minority 

communities, and extensive gaps remain in the Bangladeshi community in the UK. 

There is also a significant lack of research focusing on the experiences of women from 

minoritised communities generally, and the Bangladeshi community specifically.  This 

research has aimed to help to fill this gap.  

 

There continues to be a lack of convictions of perpetrators for domestic violence and 

abuse nationally, which further disadvantages women in coming forward in reporting 

violence at home.  The mistrust of authorities in supporting and accepting violence 

reported by Bangladeshi women and their multi-identities as women of colour is often 

ignored by different organisation they encounter.  Their voices are further supressed, 

both in the community they belong to and within the mainstream British society they 
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live in where women remain invisible, and voiceless about the violence they 

experience.  

 

In this thesis I examined the difficulties in having access to women from the 

Bangladeshi community to talk about domestic violence and abuse, and how the social 

and community context they live in further restricts them in sharing their experiences.   

The research seeks to provide a better understanding of domestic violence and abuse 

directly from women within the Bangladeshi community and the multifaceted identities 

they are navigating daily.   

 

This research took place within an already marginalised Bangladeshi community 

where research is extremely limited and where little understanding exists about what 

hinders Bangladeshi women and children sharing their experiences.   The research 

has been difficult and sensitive in breaking the silence in women being able to talk 

about their needs, experiences and finding a voice for themselves and their children.  

Cultural sensitivities, patriarchal views of the role of men in the family, community, 

political alienation, negative responses from organisations, and religious intolerance 

can be deterrents for Bangladeshi women reporting domestic violence and abuse to 

agencies (Thiara and Gill, 2010, Burman, et al, 2004).  

 

My study has looked at the impact of diversity in women’s experiences of domestic 

violence and abuse through the lens of intersectionality, and issues that are specific 

to the Bangladeshi women.  I explored whether women themselves feel they are 

victims of abuse and their understanding of whether their children are victims of 

domestic violence and abuse.  I examined whether their understanding or lack of 
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understanding further disadvantages women and their children within the Bangladeshi 

community.  This included considering the structural barriers and societal inequalities 

women face. 

 

This study examined mother’s perceptions of the impact domestic violence and abuse 

has on their children and whether they considered their children to be victims of 

domestic violence and abuse.  Research is limited in having access to children and 

making their voices heard (Gilbertson & Barber 2002; Curtis et al. 2004; Callaghan & 

Alexander et al, 2015; McDonald et al, 2008; Eriksson et al. 2005; Humphreys et al. 

2011; Overlien 2013).  This has meant that the impact of abuse has been discussed 

as the perceptions of mothers, not necessarily the voices of children themselves. 

There is little research exploring the views of minority children regarding domestic 

violence and abuse and how they share their voices (Katz, 2022).  There is no 

research that highlights the voices of Bangladeshi children solely.  This research found 

that there were significant issues involved in gaining consent to speak to children as 

mothers feel they cannot undue the work they are left to manage when they have 

experienced domestic violence and abuse and by “other people” speaking to their 

children about violence in the home.  

 

The study evaluated whether the difficulties in professionals adequately involving 

women and children in hearing their voices and the challenges that prevent children’s 

voices being heard.  
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1.2. Rationale for the study 

I have a long-standing interest in domestic violence and abuse.  For my undergraduate 

degree in social work, I completed my dissertation in the primary fieldwork research 

on domestic violence and Asian women.  This involved interviewing women in the 

community within a women’s centre.   After completing my degree I continued working 

within a statutory children and families’ settings, and I remained perplexed about the 

extent to which professional understandings of domestic violence has overlooked 

Bangladeshi women’s experiences of violence.   There appeared to be a lack of 

understanding of how women from different cultures and context respond to domestic 

violence and abuse in different ways, (Afrouz et al, 2018, p.2).  “It is apparent that 

feminist scholars have systematically disregarded the experiences of minority 

women”, (Abraham, 2000, cited in George and Rashidi, no date specified), and how the 

lack of acknowledgement can be culturally disempowering for women in minority 

communities, and in particular women from the Bangladeshi community.   

 

While we talk about South Asian women’s experience and acknowledge that there are 

number of similarities, Bangladeshi women’s experiences of domestic violence and 

abuse has been explored as an anecdotal consideration and remains unspoken both 

in practice and in academia.  Any attempts at discussions are dependent on where 

there might be a Bangladeshi majority community.   This remains sparse regardless 

of majority population or area.   There are no specific statistical data available for 

Bangladeshi women experiencing domestic violence and abuse in the home which 

could allow a clear comparison of the experiences of domestic violence and abuse 

between South Asian and other minoritised communities or indeed comparison with 

the White majority. 
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Gender inequality is rooted in different societies, but there appears to be a notion that 

women living in patriarchal communities are more likely to accept violence (Afrouz et 

al, 2018, p.1) and less likely to seek support.  This seems to reinforce cultural 

stereotypes and racial generalisations rather than allowing a better understanding of 

barriers Bangladeshi women face in accessing and reporting abuse.  Many 

researchers have challenged such cultural explanations of domestic violence and 

abuse within minority communities.  Such views overlook the issues of women’s 

different experiences, while at the same time problematising culture, (Burman et al, 

2004, p.332 and 340).  Domestic violence and abuse can occur in any culture, 

household or any domestic settings including but not limiting to same sex relationships 

(Rollè et al, 2018).  However, a very Eurocentric approach simplifies this to assume 

that domestic violence happens between a man and a woman.  This is very different 

for Bangladeshi families where the issue of domestic violence and abuse is between 

a woman, her husband, her in-laws, and other extended family members.  This 

requires greater understanding in the wider community, society and within the 

professional arena.  

 

While still minimal, the last two decades has seen an increase and growing interest in 

addressing the complexity, sensitivities, and contradictions in the experiences of 

South Asian communities.   This includes their experiences of violence in the home, 

not only in the UK, but across the continents, i.e., in America, Canada, Australia, and 

some Scandinavian countries.  There are some clear nuances and apparent 

differences in Bangladeshi women’s experiences of domestic violence and abuse and 

accessing services which are little known.   Women speak about the conflicting 

dilemmas of the family and community being complex and how they feel overwhelmed 
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when child protection and criminal justice services become involved (Thiara & Gill 

2010).  This is yet another constraint on women coming forward in reporting men’s 

violence against women.  

 

The importance of religion and religious practices is a factor for women wanting to 

make their relationship work and therefore is a consideration when women explored 

whether they wanted to remain in or leave a violent partner or household.  

This may have a powerful effect on their family and social life (Bhopal, 1997; Brah 

1996; Parmar 1982) as they continue to navigate in finding a path that they feel 

balances their tradition and protection of themselves and their children and the 

children’s future prospects.  

 

The strengths of their religious identity, i.e., talking about finding themselves, having 

patience, being able to practice Islam more then they may have, and forgiving their 

abusers, may influence women in managing and keeping their family together.   This 

is often what they want to do rather than giving up completely on their marriage and 

relationships.   They see this to be their role and identity as daughters, mothers, and 

wives.   This frequently links to restrictions, owing to the relationship between gender 

role and family honour, izzat, (Ghuman, 2003; Shaw, 1988) an association they say is 

a link to women in the family only.  Protecting the family being saved from being 

baizzati, (dishonoured) is one of the responsibilities broadly placed on the shoulders 

of female in the family (Gill, 2009).   Gender roles assigned by the patriarchal society 

and the wider community have significant impact on women and girls and their help 

seeking abilities.  
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Family plays a central role for women in Bangladeshi community and being loyal to 

their family and keeping matters guarded and private is considered above the needs 

of women as family’s needs is given priority over their own needs.   A women’s role is 

considered to be sacrificing her own happiness for the family honour and reputation is 

crucial, (Afrouz et al, 2018; Gilbertson & Barber 2002; Curtis et al. 2004; Hogan & 

O’Reilly, 2007) and this may have implications for the choices a woman makes when 

domestic violence and abuse is taking place.  

 

For the women in this study, their identities as mother were very important.  As noted 

above there is a lack of evidence regarding the impact of domestic violence and abuse 

on children.   For all children where domestic violence and abuse occurs research 

evidence has revealed a lack of attention to the child’s voice (Kosher & Ben-Arieh, 

2019; Hester, Pearson et al. 2000; Kitzmann et al, 2003; Knapp, 1998).   Children’s 

experience and voices are underrepresented in academic literature and professionals’ 

practice (Callaghan, Alexander et al, 2015; Överlien, Hydén 2009; Mullender et al, 

2003; MacDonald; Edleson, 1999) around domestic violence and abuse and children 

as victims of violence.  

 

Domestic violence and abuse have a negative impact on patterns of relating and 

functioning of the family (Callaghan, Alexander et al, 2015 p. 3) and affects children 

significantly more than has been acknowledged.  Children are closely involved when 

violence occurs as they are part of the family and become entangled in parental 

violence.  They are likely to experience conflict and distress which has detrimental 

effects on their well-being (Callaghan, Alexander et al, 2015 p.3; Stanley et al 2009; 

McGee, 2000) and potentially their long-term mental health.  
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Research has found that children are invoked to take sides, to shift alliances against 

a parent, and experience parental alienation which can include the impact of split 

loyalties (Dallos & Vetere, 2012; Katz, 2022) an emerging theme the women spoke 

about in this study.   Children are sometimes scapegoated and are themselves 

physically abused in the context of parental violence.   This has significant emotional 

impact on children and demonstrates the different ways in which children are victims 

of domestic violence and abuse (Dallos & Vetere, 2012), cited in Callaghan, Alexander 

et al, (2015).  However, children still maintain their loyalty towards the violent parent.   

Children are direct victims of violence themselves; particularly where parental violence 

occurs in front of them (Devaney, 2008; Humphrey’s, 2007; Jouriles, McDonald et al, 

2008).  Little attention has been given to the ways that children can be resilient where 

domestic violence and abuse affects them, and the agency of children and their 

mothers in respect to this (Meinck & Katz, 2017; Mullender et al, 2003; Edleson, 1999; 

Macdonald, 2017; Katz, 2022).   Meinck & Katz, (2017) state that, “talking about 

violence can be a positive, empowering experience for children, and talking helps to 

challenge unhelpful assumptions about violence”, (Meinck & Katz, 2017, p.11) 

 

However, we should not overlook the difficulties and the survival strategies children 

often adopt, as survivors of violence themselves.  Children and their mothers surviving 

domestic violence and abuse show remarkable resilience and resourcefulness and 

can be active contributors to mother-child relationships in domestic violence and 

abuse circumstances (Callaghan, Alexander et al, 2015, Katz, 2022; Överlien and 

Hydén, 2009).   This needs to be highlighted to expand professional support that 
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repairs and strengthens mother-child relationships as both survivors and victims of 

domestic violence and abuse together. 

 

It is important for research to be undertaken with children to evaluate and increase the 

knowledge of how children are affected by violence in the home within the Bangladeshi 

community.   My original intension for this study was to speak to children directly. This 

presented research dilemmas and navigating the concerns of consent was a 

continued difficulty in my field work for this study.   Ultimately, mothers did not consent 

for children to be spoken to for the research.     

 
With this rationale I aimed to address the research questions below.  These five 

questions were considered in relation to understanding the language of domestic 

violence and abuse for Bangladeshi women and their children. 

 

1.3. Research questions 

The key question that are addressed in my research are: 

• What are the challenges and opportunities in engaging Bangladeshi 

women in research about domestic violence and abuse? 

• Are the voices of Bangladeshi women heard within domestic violence and 

abuse in policies and in practice? 

• How do the Bangladeshi women view their roles as mothers and the 

experiences of their children in familial context, where there is domestic 

violence and abuse and whether mother’s see their children as victims of 

domestic violence and abuse? 
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• What factors support or prevent Bangladeshi women and their children 

sharing their experiences of domestic violence and abuse?  

• What are the barriers and challenges for professionals in systematically 

involving mothers and children, and what are the implications for social care 

practices?  

Eight participants were interviewed for this study, who described themselves 

as of Bangladeshi and British Bangladeshi origin, spoke Bangla, the Sylheti 

dialect and are Muslim.  Some participants were both born in the UK and 

some were born and brought up in Bangladeshi.  Those born in Bangladesh 

later joined their husbands as spouses.  Ten professionals were interviewed 

in two focus groups mainly from the Children’s Social Care services and were 

at different levels of seniority, including, Assistant Director, Service 

Managers, Team Manager, Social Worker, and Family Centre Workers.  

 

The research host organisation, which is a large religious organisation was 

based within the East End of London.  However, the participants were from 

different parts of Greater London and beyond, including the north of England.  

The research used snowball sampling methods and word of mouth contacts 

after seeing a number of Bangladeshi media interviews and conferences I 

completed on domestic violence and abuse and Bangladesh women. 

  

Qualitative interviews and focus groups discussions were held.  The initial 

individual interviews and discussions took place in the host organisation. 

COVID-19 restrictions meant later interviews and focus groups were held 

virtually.  
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1.4. Thesis Structure 

Chapter One: The introduction chapter presents an overview of the research, which 

includes purpose, research aims and objectives, and the motivation for this study.  It 

contains an autobiographical narrative chapter outlining my own personal, 

professional, and academic reasons for the study. It highlights the early Bangladeshi 

settlement in the UK and talks about the understanding of what domestic violence and 

abuse means in the community. 

 

Chapter Two:  The literature review provides an analytical review of research, 

theories, and approaches on which this research is based.  It explores the 

understanding and language of domestic violence in the community. The chapter talks 

about domestic violence and abuse within the context of religion, women, marriage 

and Islam. It discusses what shape the research relating to Bangladeshi women, 

exploring race, ethnicity and culture and domestic violence and abuse. The chapter 

highlights the role of extended family, explores women’s own coping strategies use 

and responses they receive from services. The chapter also talks about children’s 

exposure to domestic violence.  

 

Chapter Three: This chapter outlines the methodology adopted for the study, 

and the method adopted.  It discusses the epistemological and methodological 

perspectives that this research is based on, the methods used and the ethics of 

the research.   

 

Chapter Four: The chapter presents findings related to the individual 

experiences and understanding of abuse and the perceived differences of the 
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abuse for Bangladeshi women.   It discusses the complexity and nature of abuse 

women experience. The chapter explores the relationship between domestic 

violence and abuse, the impact of violence in the home and women’s 

perspectives and feeling of individual responsibilities within the culture and family 

values which may mean that they are blamed for the abuse they experience.  

 

Chapter Five:  This chapter provides a narrative of perception of the concept of 

difference and the importance of understanding domestic violence.  The chapter 

discusses the acknowledgement of violence, cultural dilemmas of marriage, 

divorce, and the role of the extended family.  It explores the relational nature of 

abuse and the help-seeking approach women take and why they may remain 

within a violent relationship. 

 

Chapter Six:  This chapter elaborates and explores the relational nature of 

abuse women experience. It discusses the support they feel they are able to 

seek and what empowers and supports Bangladeshi women in being resilient or 

self-empowered. 

 

Chapter Seven:  This chapter explores the mothers’ perceptive and parenting of their 

children when domestic violence and abuse is prominent in their lives.  The chapter 

highlights the impact of domestic violence and abuse on children, at the same time 

mothers’ resistance to allowing children to speak about the violence and the limitations 

of children’s involvement within a domestic violence and abuse household. 
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Chapter Eight:  The concluding chapter presents an overview of my findings 

and discussions of the contribution to knowledge made by this study.  The 

chapter also points out the limitations of the study and makes recommendations 

for policy, practice, and research for work with Bangladeshi women experiencing 

domestic violence and abuse.   

 

1.5. My starting point and background for the study, auto-biographical 

narrative – why is the study important? 

Every researcher has a passion, a purpose and reason for taking actions to complete.  

In order to explain my interest and why I wanted to complete this research, I wanted 

to take a step back into my childhood and what led me to gain an interest in working 

with issues of women’s rights and empowering women.  

 

 

Map of Sylhet, Bangladesh 

 

I was born in a village called Kalidhor, which sits in the sub-district of Golafgong, 

district of Sylhet, a city in the northeast of Bangladesh (see map above).  I spent my 

early childhood with my mum and my grandparents, in Bangladesh.  My roots are 

firmly placed in what is often referred to as The Motherland, Bangladesh.  Despite 

being a proud British Bangladeshi living in the UK, I have a strong connection to the 
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place where my parents are from.  I recall as a child, I had a happy, contented and 

somewhat “spoilt” life with both sets of loving grandparents, whom I spent most of my 

early childhood with.  My early memories of being a girl in the family do not highlight 

any of the gender differences I encountered later in my life: as a woman, a woman of 

colour, and a Muslim woman within a mainstream British minority community.  My 

early experiences were more of being valued as a granddaughter and a daughter, 

considered as a blessing from Allah as a girl child and opening the door to Jannah 

(Paradise) for your parents! 

 

Growing up in Bangladesh, I knew my paternal granddad had already lived in the UK 

and came in the early 1950s.  I never investigated how my granddad arrived in the 

UK, and why he left so early in his life of living in what was believed to be promised 

and prosperous land!   My dad travelled to the UK on what used to be known locally 

at the time as a “boy voucher” (the visa) to join my granddad in the late 50’s.   Like 

many migrants of its time in the 50’s and 60’s they lived in the East End of London; 

my dad later moved to live with his uncle in Luton, Bedfordshire, after a year of living 

in the East End.  My dad’s early years of being in the UK were spent working at 

Vauxhall Cars in Luton, as this was one source of employment for many young 

minority men living in Luton at the time.  He then moved back to the East End of 

London where he opened his own leather garment factory, where he worked until the 

late 1980s and continued to live in the East End of London until his final days.   

  

Like many early Bangladeshi migrant families in the 60’s and 70’s, I came to the UK 

with my mum and younger sibling to join my dad in the beginning of the 70’s.  I still 
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remember the long journey and dreaming about how wonderful England will be and 

looking forward to finally be living with my dad.   

 

My journey ended with a plane loaded with Bangladeshi families, arriving in a hut like 

building in the middle of nowhere (now known as Stansted Airport), rather than where 

it was supposed to be, Heathrow Airport.  Reflecting now, this was my first experience 

of being treated as differently, as second class citizens or aliens by airport officials, 

and even at that early age I felt a sense of difference which I was not used to.  The 

lack of respect shown to the new arrivals still resonates to this day. 

 

Receiving family members waited for their loved ones and did not know where they 

were.  Upon hearing there were passengers arriving from an airport, loved ones 

descended on the most Bangali (Bengali) part of the East End, Brick Lane, where 

coaches loaded with families arrived from Stansted airport.  Loved ones were reunited 

with their families, where I joined my dad, the most welcoming face in an unknown and 

foreign environment.   

 

As a family, we settled in the London Borough of Tower Hamlets, first in Mile End, 

moving to Stepney and later to live in the Wapping neighbourhood in the late 80’s, 

where my parental home remains.  

 

Starting primary school in Mile End, Tower Hamlets, where I was one of few “coloured” 

children, was my first experience of feeling a sense of difference, and I faced daily 

challenges of being alienated for being “a Paki” as I was often referred to like most 

Asian children of that era.  This school did not last long for me, as I than moved to 
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another primary school, in Stepney, Tower Hamlets.  The daily experiences of direct 

racism meant you had to find strengths in yourself to fight or make extra effort to “fit 

in” as my way of life was not wanted or understood.  “But why?”. I thought, I was a girl 

like any other, albeit with long dark hair and darker skin then others.  I wanted friends 

from diverse backgrounds, to play rounders, go swimming, and followed the same pop 

groups, with my limited English, but also liked my life of listening to Bollywood Hindi 

songs and eating Bangali food.  

 

But my experiences of the school playground were of fear, running away from bullies, 

while teachers watched and did nothing, only because of the colour of my skin not 

because of my abilities or inabilities to speak English or complete my schoolwork.   As 

a child I looked for alliances with people who might look like me, even if they spoke 

different languages.  I found friends who were having the same experiences of racism, 

discrimination and prejudice, friends some of whom remain as my friends to this day.  

 

I used to get very offended when called a “Paki” in school, and even at that age I would 

challenge and correct people saying I am from Bangladesh with pride.  I was defending 

my identity and vigorously saying we are a different country as we had established 

ourselves as a proud nation. 

 

There are clear and distinct differences between the Bangladeshis and people of 

Pakistan. I did not dress like them or speak the same language.  But it did not make 

any difference to my white counterparts, as they continued calling everyone with brown 

skin a “Paki’ and “oily”. 
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Secondary school experiences were the toughest time as a young girl growing up in 

the East End of London and attending school in the 80s.  I lived through the social and 

political changes, racial divides, the rise of National Front, the physical attacks, 

continued fear of living in a “white neighbourhood”.  A time where households were 

being burnt with petrol bombs, including my childhood home.  I vividly remember the 

Bangladeshi demonstrations in Brick Lane, beginning the redefining of the lives of 

Bangladeshis living in the East End alongside the mainstream British community and 

feeling empowered.  

 

As a female growing up, completing my education and further education presented 

challenges for my parents as this was something girls of my age at the time did not or 

were not allowed to do.  Protecting community values and holding on to norms of 

Bangladesh in the UK was important to the wider community.  A sense of not losing 

one’s culture, tradition, and way of life remined a priority for parents like mine.  My 

parents were being seen as defiant in allowing me, a girl, to continue my studies, learn 

to drive, and go out (within reason).   My parents’ clear direction to me had been that 

as long as I managed the balance of East and West traditions and knowing my limits, 

as they saw them, I had the freedom to be independent.   This was a direction I upheld 

with respect and dedication to date. 

 

My lived experiences in schools, college and university were a contrast to the life I 

lived at home.  Being brought up as to a traditional Bangali, yet with progressive 

parents, I learned to read and write in my mother tongue, Bangla from my mum, a 

teacher by profession in Bangladesh, keeping the tradition alive.   My sisters and I 

were to dress in traditional clothing at home and most importantly learned to cook 
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Bangladeshi food.  In the eyes of the community, this showed obedience and being 

cultured, and of course better marriage prospects.  This was something my parents 

were very proud of in their daughters; they would say having “freedom” to study did 

not stop us being Bangali, and upholding the cultural norms was a strength not a 

weakness.  This was a strong message of the challenging the gender biases in a 

community that had been steeped in traditions at the time.  I grew up in my family 

knowing that girls can do everything a boy can and should be allowed to do the same.  

Always being encouraged to reach our potential and aspire to achieve goals. 

 

My professional experience of working with women experiencing domestic violence 

and abuse started at the community centre I worked in, in Tower Hamlets.  I observed 

women often came in to seek support with welfare benefits (now Universal Credit) and 

housing repair issues and were never willing to disclose domestic violence and abuse, 

which was often noticeable.   I was concerned that they would avoid talking about their 

lack of financial independence, lack of social and family network, low self-esteem, and 

isolation.   My work had been characterised by a focus on empowering women in 

seeking support from statutory agencies which they often declined.  They feared the 

reaction of family and community, the language barrier and the fear of the unknown, 

i.e., what will the authorities do to them and their children if they seek support and the 

racism they faced with organisations.  I felt that working within the community centre 

was not allowing me to support the community as much as I may be able to and wanted 

to. 

I later embarked on a professional career as a Social Worker in the late 80s within the 

London Borough of Tower Hamlets.   Bangladeshis are the largest single ethnic group 

in Tower Hamlets.  There were one in three Bangladeshi residents (32%) at the time 
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of the 2011 Census making it the largest Bangladeshi population in the UK, by far 

(ONS Census 2011).  But seeking an accurate reflection of Bangladeshi women’s 

experiences of domestic violence and abuse required me to look beyond the borough 

of majority Bangladeshi population.   The reason for this was the unwillingness of 

women to talk about a subject that is “hidden” in the community has been challenging.  

This made me ask the questions: “what is it that is limiting the voices of Bangladeshi 

women sharing their experiences of domestic violence and abuse?  And what role 

does the community play in women talking or not talking about violence in the home? 

With my career in Children’s Safeguarding Services spanning over three decades, I 

continued with my thoughts and dilemmas about why the Bangladeshi women are so 

underrepresented in issues of domestic violence and abuse, both nationally and 

locally.  I found myself trying to understand why Bangladeshi women experiencing 

domestic violence and abuse were not visible to services and wanted to explore the 

barriers through the eyes of women themselves, and to hear their lived experiences 

directly, hence embarking on this research project.  

This thesis is an attempt to communicate with the Bangladeshi community about how 

women are the hidden victim of abuse in a male dominated society.  They are the 

“silent hidden stigma” that the community needs to address and speak about.  It is 

also to share the challenges and dilemmas they face daily while they try to protect 

their self-honour, the family honour, their children, and their children’s future.  It is 

therefore providing the learning and a foundation to start building on the gaps I have 

found for Bangladeshi women which clearly need to be addressed in community, 

research and in practice. 
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This research is not an attempt to generalise in saying that every Bangladeshi woman 

experiences violence in the home the same way, nor about my work experiences of 

working with women and children, but an attempt to “give a voice” to the Bangladeshi 

women I have spoken to.   

To understand the context backdrop of the Bangladeshi community in UK I explored 

the early Bangladeshi settlement and the role of women both in the community and in 

the home.  The next section provides an overview of this.  

1.6. Bangladeshi Settlement  

Before moving on to the deeper analysis of women’s experiences of domestic violence 

and abuse, it is important to provide some background information and take a closer 

look into the brief history of Bangladeshi settlement in the UK.  In this chapter I provide 

an outline of this.  I explored the historical roles of women within the Bangladeshi 

community, and the generational evolution of the roles of women both in Bangladesh 

and within the UK as a backdrop to the chapter.  I also discuss the diversity and socio-

cultural and political complexity of women’s experience both in the home and in the 

wider society.  

The section is divided into two sub-sections: a) a brief history of the settlement of 

Bangladeshi; b) Bangladeshi women’s sociological context in establishing their social 

networks, cultural and religious practices.  It provides a context of where the women 

and their parents are from and the connectedness they have within the cultural 

domain.  More importantly it provides the backdrop to the complexities the women 

experience in managing their multi-identities as Bangladeshi women, mothers, wives, 
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daughters, and sisters living in a multicultural diverse Britain in which they continue to 

experience domestic violence and abuse.  

 

1.7. Early history of Bangladeshi settlement in the UK  

It is widely accepted that Bangladeshi presence in the UK began in the 1950s, at its 

earliest.  There is a widespread perception that migration followed on from the end of 

the Second World War.  In fact, it is evidenced in research that this is far from the case 

(Hoque, 2015; Akter, 2013; Matar, 1998).  The migration connection goes back over 

400 years, as far back as the Tudor times, and as well as the beginnings of British 

colonisation of India (than known as one nation; India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh).   

Much of what is known of the history comes from the India Office Records of the Asia 

Pacific and Africa Collections.  These contain the archives of the East India Company, 

the Board of Control set up in 1784 to supervise the affairs of the Company (Ullah & 

Eversley, 2010).  

 

The migration of the Bangladeshis was dominated by the East India Company trading 

when it saw seamen, “Lascars”, as they were known, arriving in British Merchant ships.   

Eade (2014) states that the majority of lascars were Muslims recruited from Noakhali 

in East Bengal, the port of Chittagong and the up-country district of Sylhet, which was 

then in the province of Assam.  Siddiqui (2004) highlights that these migrants joined 

the British merchant ships as cooks and cleaners and worked in steam rooms seeking 

a better economic life for themselves and their families back home.   The earliest 

arrivals were mainly young men.  Thereafter many men came with the support of 

relatives already in the UK and provided practical support to them (Adams, 1987).   

Many of the lascars considered life in the UK to be temporary rather than settled and 
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anticipated one day returning to their homeland (Carey and Shukur, 1985, Gardner 

and Shukur, 1994).   The myth of returning home was common to many of the earlier 

settlers but did not materialise for the vast majority who settled in the UK. 

 

The majority of the lascars came and had settled near the docks of the East End of 

London, in Cable St, and the Shadwell area which is now the London Borough of 

Tower Hamlets (Eade, 1989).   The East End of London has a long history of migration, 

which evolves over time and is constantly changing, for example, the late 17th century 

saw arrival of French Protestants; Irish Catholics in the 18th and 19th centuries; 

Russian Jews in the late 19th Century; followed by Maltese, Cypriot, Bangladeshi, and 

most recently the Somali community (Samad and Eade, 2003:15).  Sylhetis were 

known to have been working in restaurants in London as early as 1873.  They 

contributed to the growing Muslim community specially at and around the ports (Eade, 

2014).  During the first half of the 20th century lascars were present not only seen in 

London but also in Glasgow, Newcastle, Liverpool, and Southampton.  Many moved 

away from these ports to find jobs in factories, foundries, hotels, and hospitals (Eade, 

2014; Adams, 1987).  Noticeably, with the Bangladeshi community in the East End of 

London is the largest outside (Hoque, 2015).  

 

Immigration restrictions and economic constraints limited men’s opportunities to travel 

back and forth to Bangladesh to see their families.  The migration of families began in 

the early 1970s and 1980s with men bringing dependents to Britain (Davison, 1964).  

The reunification of families and differences in life, culture and religious practices 

brought new challenges for the newly migrated community.  The Bangladeshi migrated 

the community’s social and political struggles with discrimination, racism and 
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inequality were evident.   Eade (2014) says that, in the 1970s, “younger Sylhetis who 

were the second generation of Bengali settlers, entered the local political and 

community arena.  The new community representatives and activists mainly came 

from London’s East End and Tower Hamlets in particular, indicating the ways in which 

the metropolis was becoming the main centre of political and cultural life” (Eade, 2014, 

p.10) 

 

The second generation of migrants’ involvement in the social and political reform saw 

the first demonstration against the National Front in Tower Hamlets during the 1970’s 

in Tower Hamlets.  This highlighted the magnitude of importance of the reform the 

second generation of Bangladeshis embarked on, entering into all arenas of daily life, 

from local government to having the first Sylheti Muslim female peer in central 

Parliament. 

 

1.8. Women in the Bangladeshi community 

The social status of Bangladeshi women in family and society varies considerably and 

depends on their social class, education, upbringing, and the uneven socioeconomic 

structures in family and society.  

 

However, when you look at the role of women with in a relatively young Bangladesh, 

which celebrated its 52nd anniversary of independence in 2023, it is clear, that the 

country has had a long history of feminist activism.   Bangladeshi women have played 

a significant influential role in the political arena and in raising awareness of gender 

empowerment.  This potentially showcasing the country worldwide as a country that 
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is led by two women leaders, the prime minister, Sheikh Hasina, elected to lead a 

majority Muslim state of Bangladesh and the opposition leader, Khaleda Zia.   

 

Away from the political sphere, many women have had a significant influence within 

the Bangladeshi community and culture, at both on a national and international levels.   

To contextualise the role of Bangladeshi women, one must consider women like, 

Begum Rokeya, feminist writer, educator, and political activist, Begum Sufia Kamal, 

poet and political activist, and very recently Wasfia Nazreen, an accomplished 

mountaineer. 

 
Within the UK, women like Baroness Pola Uddin, the first Bangladeshi female peer in 

the UK, and Khatun Sapnara, the first ever Bangladeshi female Circuit Judge of 

Bangladeshi (Sylheti) origin, redefined the gender stereotype of Bangladeshi women 

in the UK.  This shows the generational progression Bangladeshi women have carved 

for themselves in the UK and in Bangladesh.  

 

Despite this progression, disparities in women’s status remain.  The reality of most 

women from the Bangladeshi community in the UK tells a very different story.  The 

women often live in challenging family and social situations and in hostile economic 

and political contexts.   This can be attributed to their own intersecting identities: - 

class, educational, employment opportunities, marital status, and position in the family 

(Khanum, 2017).  This highlights the diverse complexities Bangladeshi Muslim women 

encounter within their daily lives, in relation to the union of marriage, their position as 

wives and mothers, their social network, and the violence they experience.   

Bangladeshi women continue to be seen as needing to fulfil the role of a good mother 

and wife and remaining obedient within the home.  
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Parenting their children and installing cultural and traditional practices are a significant 

aspect of maintaining the cultural boundaries for women and their children.  This 

includes the difference in parenting of children according to their gender and 

positioning of children in the family.  Gender preference persists and importance is 

given to the boys in the family while female children and women are expected to be 

obedient.  Often female children are restricted in their social networking and lifestyle 

during their journey through education.   

 

 It is important to acknowledged that traditional and cultural practices are fast-

changing with in the Bangladeshi community in the UK, and approaches to parenting 

are evolving with the younger generation.  There is a perception that family honour, 

and dishonour are more linked to how women and girls are perceived in families and 

community.   There is less emphasis on a men and boys bringing dishonour or saving 

face.  This upholding of the personal izzat (honour) and the izzat of the family often 

links to girls’ potential marriage prospects girls will have and how they are given the 

sole responsibility of making the marriage work (Gill, 2004).   

 

In a patriarchal society, when the female members of the family do not comply with 

actions that emphasise family honour, they are said to bringing “shame” on the 

household, therefore control of women is a key symbol of male pride within an “honour-

centric” society (Azad, 2021, p.54).  Within the Bangladeshi community the social 

cultural norm has been to assign gender roles are assigned to women in the family, 

but the role is dependent on relationships within the family i.e., a mother-in-law has 

more power and dominance in the family than that of her daughter-in-law.  
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Women became isolated because they are told that they are socially undesirable if 

they speak about private family matters, including abuse.   In keeping the family ties 

women in the Bangladeshi community do not utilise services or seek help externally 

(Tripathi and Azhar, 2020) to keep their own honour and the izzat of their maternal 

and marital families.   This makes Bangladeshi women more invisible in community, 

society and to the support services, both formal and informal, that can be available to 

them. 

1.9.  Domestic violence and abuse: Understanding what it means. 

The UK government definition of domestic violence and abuse is used in this research: 

 
“Any incident or pattern of incidents of controlling, coercive, threatening 
behaviour, violence or abuse between those aged 16 or over who are, or have 
been, intimate partners or family members regardless of gender or sexual 
orientation. The abuse can encompass but is not limited to psychological; 
physical; sexual; economic; emotional”. (Home Affairs Committee, 2018: 8,11 
13)  
 
 

Previously there had been no agreed definition of domestic violence and abuse 

amongst agencies.  This led to confusion; the government was using a variety of 

definitions and policy recommendations were different across agencies and within 

research.    Children were also not considered as victims of domestic violence and 

abuse in their own right.  

 

The Domestic Abuse Act 2021 provides an agreed and standardised definition and 

recognised children as victims of domestic violence and abuse for the first time.  

However, despite the agreed definition within the UK, there has not been an 

internationally agreed definition, presenting difficulties for terminology that have been 

in use for different communities.  The definition is potentially misunderstood within the 

Bangladeshi community, and therefore there is a need to use the terms ‘domestic 
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violence’ and ‘domestic abuse’ interchangeably when speaking about abuse and 

violence within the community. 

 

The inclusion of coercive control within the definition has also a significant shift in 

looking at women and children as victims of domestic violence and abuse.  This 

enabled acknowledgment of abuse other than physical including emotional, sexual, 

psychological, and economic abuse.  

“Controlling behaviour is a range of acts designed to make a person subordinate 
and/or dependent by isolating them from sources of support, exploiting their resources 
and capacities for personal gain, depriving them of the means needed for 
independence, resistance and escape and regulating their everyday behaviour. 
Coercive behaviour is an act or a pattern of acts of assault, threats, humiliation and 
intimidation or other abuse that is used to harm, punish, or frighten their victim” (Home 
Office, 2013, p.2) 

The previous model of violence focused on the physical aspects of abuse as this was 

visible and stems from earlier research of male dominance (Stark, 2009).   However, 

the new definition includes other forms of violence including control, threats of harm 

and dominance of abuse.  The Act also criminalises coercive and controlling behaviour 

perpetrated by other family members.   

1.10. Domestic violence and abuse and policy 

The Home Office leads the governing and coordination of domestic violence and 

abuse policies and initiatives in the UK.  It provides guidance for other governmental 

departments and with non-governmental organisations to develop and implement 

policies related to the domestic violence and abuse agenda.  The Home Office 

continues to provide information and releases statistics on the prevalence of domestic 

violence and abuse (Matczak et al. 2011).  Over the last two decades there has been 

significant attention to domestic violence and abuse which has led to the reform of the 
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national domestic violence and abuse policy and greater understanding of domestic 

violence and abuse in the United Kingdom.   

The earlier legislation, the Domestic Violence and Matrimonial Proceedings Act 1976 

(abolished in 1997), set up the process through which people could take out 

injunctions to prevent a partner and restrain them.    The Domestic Proceedings and 

Magistrates Courts Act 1978, which dealt mainly with financial aspects of support for 

women, was also introduced.   Although under the legislation removal orders were 

available, the orders were hard to obtain and there was no protection for women from 

former partners (Edwards, 1989).   

 

Historically judges were reluctant to grant these orders were reluctant, in particular 

when this was related to any form of property disputes.  Moreover, judges tended to 

be conservative in the application of the legislation, especially when property rights 

were involved  (Burton, 2008).   To address the lack of underlying coherence of 

existing legislation, Part IV of the Family Law Act 1996 (FLA) was introduced to 

address the lack of difficulties with the existing laws in intervening in domestic violence 

and abuse. 

 

Since than a shift in providing services to local authorities’ using of a multi-agency 

approach to provide services began to reflect and acknowledge that victims’ needs 

are complex.    Multi-agency cooperation in England and Wales has been an important 

way which the government has attempted to address domestic violence and abuse, 

starting with the 1995 Home Office Inter-Agency Circular on domestic violence and 

abuse. Subsequently, several policy innovations were designed to put these changes 

into practice were introduced, such as Specialist Domestic Violence Courts (SDVCs), 
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Multi-Agency Risk Assessment Conferences (MARACs), Independent domestic 

violence advisors (IDVAs), and MASHs (Multi-Agency Safeguarding Hubs).   

 

The violence against women agenda has brought changes to international frameworks 

and events where the rights of women were acknowledged and emphasised, including 

the 1993 United Nations Declaration on the Elimination of Violence against Women 

and 1995 Beijing Fourth World Conference on Women (UN Women, 1995).  Such 

events have helped provide a clearer path to explore a more standardised definition 

of domestic violence and abuse, yet there was no shared definition of domestic 

violence and abuse amongst agencies, and this remained blurred for violence against 

women.   

In 2004, The Domestic Violence, Crime and Victims Act 2004 came into effect.  

Individuals were able to apply for an order under the Family Law without the other 

party being present.   This was not without its difficulties.  It was often hard to obtain 

arrest powers attached as judges who were usually older males were often reluctant 

to grant occupation orders to women. In practical terms, this women in a more 

vulnerable position for reporting violence in the first place and not being able to secure 

an order that prevented further abuse.   

 

This meant that women would have to seek a civil route in seeking a non-molestation 

order.  A non-molestation order granted by a court means that if the person who has 

the order against them is found to be harassing their partner they would be in breach 

of the order.   A non-molestation order could be applied for by a spouses or ex-

spouses.   The non-molestation orders were intended to protect women from future 
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violence and abuse, although this meant very little as limited powers of arrest were 

granted by the courts for the partner seeking the order, as mentioned above. 

 

The Crime and Security Act 2010 (CSA), Domestic Violence Protection Notices 

(DVPN) and Domestic Violence Protection Orders (DVPO) constituted further reform 

for women in seeking support.  The aim was to enable the police to act to protect 

victims, and to allow victims time to seek alternative forms of safeguarding and able 

to obtain orders, without the intrusion of their perpetuator.   Police officers issuing a 

DVPN meant the perpetuator being prevented from contacting their victim or returning 

home for a maximum of 48 hours.  The DVPO is a civil order issued by a magistrate’s 

court. 

 

In 2011, the Council of Europe adopted the Convention on Preventing and Combating 

Violence Against Women and Domestic Violence (also known as the Istanbul 

Convention) to enhance and harmonise responses across Europe on domestic 

violence and violence against women and girls.   

 

The Domestic Violence Disclosure scheme, commonly known as Clare’s Law (2012) 

was introduced across England and Wales in March 2014.   Clare’s Law meant that 

women could ask the police to check whether their new partners and ex-partners had 

a record of violence (a right to ask scheme).   It placed a responsibility on the police 

authority to disclose information should a partner be known to them or have a violent 

past. 
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In 2013, an updated definition of domestic violence and abuse was established that 

emphasised the Ending Violence Against Women and Girl’s strategy and much 

attention focused on the concept of coercive control.   The definition extended the 

scope of the policy to cover 16-18 years olds for the first time, including young adults 

in dating relationships as victims of domestic violence and abuse which was welcomed 

(Barter et al, 2009).  

 

In 2015, the Serious Crime Act made coercive and controlling behaviour in an intimate 

or family relationship a criminal offence.  This provided an acknowledgement of the 

different nature of domestic abuse that co-existed for minority communities.  This is 

important for many Asian communities and a welcome acknowledgement of specific 

communities’ needs.   There after there have been number of initiatives that aimed at 

giving victims more protection against abuse, namely the Domestic Violence 

Disclosure Scheme (DVDS), Domestic Violence Protection Orders (DVPO) and 

Domestic Violence Protection Notices (DVPN).  

 

In March 2016, the UK government announced its policy on violence against women 

and girls and pledged £80 million to services for Black and ethnic minority women.  

This was an attempt to safeguard those who are considered most vulnerable and 

provide a support system that will meet the needs of the women in a particular 

community.   

 

In 2017, the government launched its landmark draft of the Domestic Abuse Bill which 

became law as the Domestic Abuse Act 2021.   The bill drew at the consultation stages 

received responses, discussions, and submissions from people throughout England 
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and Wales, including survivors of domestic violence and abuse and professionals 

affected by and working with domestic violence and abuse.   The draft bill showed 

number of key strengths.   Firstly, it proposed a change in the statutory definition of 

“domestic abuse” by broadening the scope of behaviours already within the current 

definition, including coercive control.   Secondly, it sought to improve the criminal 

justice system, widening the protection orders police can impose on perpetrators, 

improving frontline service provisions and the ability to hold perpetrators to account.   

 

However, the criticism of the draft bill and now the Act is that the support and protection 

survivors will receive remain limited, particularly for minority women and those with 

immigration restrictions.   While the proposals for improving prevention and responses 

to domestic violence and abuse are well intended, the fragmented legislations and 

policies does not go far enough to protect victims of minority communities adequately.  

If the services and practice are not properly implemented or supported in frontline 

services, this will leave victims at further risk of harm.   If the legislation does not hold 

perpetrators responsible for their actions in practice, women suffering from domestic 

violence and abuse may be left more vulnerable and less able to access support 

services.   This is particularly difficult for Bangladeshi as well as other minority women. 

 

With the legislative changes and the new Domestic Abuse Act, it is important to 

understand how current policies and legislation affect Bangladeshi women and 

children.   I focused on the legislation and policy in the UK to provide an overview of 

how Bangladeshi women can be more vulnerable and are likely to experience 

prejudice when confronted with domestic violence and abuse and seeking support 

within the wider community.  
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While the reform of domestic violence and abuse legislation is a step in the right 

direction, women from Black and minority communities continue to face other barriers, 

e.g., issues of cultural dynamics, bias, and immigration laws, which prevent women 

them seeking support despite the reforms and changes to the domestic violence and 

abuse legislations.  Asian women’s campaign groups like the Southall Black Sisters 

welcome the changes and the Act (Southall Black Sisters, March 2018) but remain 

cautious about its scope and support for women of colour.   

 
The Domestic Abuse Act has been welcomed but is considered insufficient due to the 

absence of provisions and support for minority ethnic groups, like the Bangladeshi 

community.  Research has documented the prevalence of honour-based abuse and 

violence perpetrated by extended family members within the South Asian community.  

This has been normalised as a patriarchal violence (Gill, 2004; Dyer, 2015; Chowbey, 

2017).    Despite the unique nature this form of abuse, it is not acknowledged in the 

Domestic Abuse Act (Azad, 2021).  Domestic violence and abuse occur amongst all 

communities and should not result in cultural blame for women because of their 

background (Whitehead et al, 2013).   

 

It is important is to look at the language around domestic violence and abuse and its 

meaning to the Bangladeshi community and its interpretations.  The new definition and 

Domestic Abuse Act 2021 changed the definition from domestic violence to domestic 

abuse.  However, within the Bangladeshi community abuse is still only discussed when 

there are clear signs of physical violence.  This does not consider the damage 

domestic violence and abuse does and can do to a women’s mind, soul, and her 

emotional availability when there are no apparent physical signs of abuse.    
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1.11.  Children and policy 

Children did not take part in this study, but the interviews with women included 

discussions of the impact of domestic violence and abuse on their children’s lives. 

Historically, children have largely been missing from the legislation and policy on 

domestic violence and abuse.  Growing concerns and recent research about the risks 

to children from domestic violence and abuse and coercive control (Katz, 2022) has 

provided a strong drive to explore multi-agency responses to improve the lives of 

children and to see them both as victims and survivors of domestic violence and 

abuse.   The following section provides an overview of the increasing recognition of 

children as direct victims of domestic violence and abuse within the UK, and efforts to 

centre their needs. 

 

There has been a noticeable but slow shift in policies and guidance on working with 

children where domestic violence and abuse is present.  Since 2000, policy 

development has increasingly recognised the links between domestic violence and 

the abuse and neglect of children (Radford et al. 2011; Apple & Holden, 1998; Stanley, 

2011) and this is now at the forefront of the academic and policy agenda.   The 

development of policies previously led to the DOH’s Framework for the Assessment 

of children in Need and their Families (2000) in which domestic violence and abuse 

and parenting capacity were considered a priority.  The 2003 Every Child Matters 

Framework set targets for children affected by domestic violence and abuse to be 

identified, supported, and protected. The revision of Working Together:  A guide to 

inter-agency working to safeguard and promote the welfare of children published in 

2010, outlined the statutory and non-statutory guidance for agencies to work together 

in relation to domestic violence and abuse and to protect children from significant 
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harm.   This included guidance for unborn children, supporting mothers and their 

children and to identify the abusive partners, and holding them to account for the 

abuse. 

 

The Think Family initiative was introduced by the Department for Children, School, 

and Families in 2008.  The initiative was to explore families at “risk” and experiencing 

multiple and complex problems, e.g., mental health, substance misuse and domestic 

violence and abuse. It identifies stresses and seeks to have early intervention with 

adults and children with a whole family assessment, listening to family members when 

planning support and having coordinated support in place in the community.  The 

Standing Together Against Domestic Violence Initiative (which started as a tri-

borough, West London initiative), brings local services including police, criminal justice 

services, social care, health, and charities together to ensure a coordinated 

community response to survivors and their families, and supporting services across 

the board. 

 

Operation Encompass, (in England and Wales) set up in 2011 is a police and 

education early intervention partnership that works closely with schools. Where police 

are called to a domestic violence and abuse incident, and children are present in the 

home, schools are notified through designated teachers to give school information that 

may assist the children in school and may to ensure that the wishes and feelings of 

the children can be obtained.   This approach seeks to see children within the context 

of the whole family, and to ensure that children are more aware of the key 

professionals that they can share their concerns with.   
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This may provide children with a viewpoint that they are listened to when they share 

their worries and that there are professionals who will seek to ensure their safety both 

at home and outside, e.g., in school and in faith communities.  Combining authorities’ 

responses and working together has greater ability to reassure parents and children, 

and that there are services that will seek to meet their needs and will advocate on their 

behalf, using mechanisms to join up and improve policies as a step forward for victims 

of domestic violence and abuse.   Standing Together has been a key factor in 

influencing national and local government to ensure better responses to domestic 

violence and abuse.   It saw the development of the first domestic abuse specialist 

courts in 2012 and continued to train professionals working with children and adult 

victims and survivors of domestic violence and abuse.   This is model a positive 

approach and needs to be supported in policy and practice.   

 

The Safer Communities project in 2012 sought to recognise the role of community 

networks as it is acknowledged that often community, family and friends may be the 

first to know of a women and children suffering from domestic violence and abuse   

Community networks and faith communities have the potential to support women and 

children to recognise abuse and seek support, which will make differences to survivors 

of domestic violence and abuse. 

 

Wood (2016) conducted a review of Working Together and set out a new framework 

for improving the organisation and delivery of multi-agency arrangements.    This was 

intended to provide a much higher degree of confidence that the strategic multi-agency 

arrangements protect children and are fit for purpose.   The report commented that 

the three agencies needed to determine their responsibilities in multi-agency working 
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to safeguard and protect children and work collectively with each other.  This reform 

saw changes and new initiatives being considered for multi-agency involvement and 

seeing children within the context of a whole family unit and not in isolation.  This is 

relevant to the children exposed to domestic violence and abuse who need to be seen 

as being harmed and victims within the home. 

 

In 2018, an update to Working Together established further changes in support of the 

new Children and Social Work Act 2017, where the multi-agency safeguarding 

arrangements were reviewed.   The most prominent change in Working Together 2018 

is the replacement of Local Safeguarding Children’s Boards (LSCB) with three 

Safeguarding Partners, local authorities, clinical commissioning groups, and the chief 

officer of police for any area that falls under the local authority who work together 

within their locality to safeguard and protect children (DFE, 2018).    

 

More recently a number of local authorities in the UK are adopting the ‘Safe and 

Together’ model, derived from the United States, that is being adopted by number of 

local authorities within the UK.   The idea of the model is to keep children safe with the 

non-violent parent, usually the mother.  The focus is on working in partnership using 

an active trauma framework, working closely to shift from the previous failure to protect 

model.  The intention of the model is to redefine the good practice model in disrupting 

the perpetrators behaviour and functioning that impact on all those concerned.  It talks 

about systems’ restriction when women seek help and the over burdening them.   

However, there is therefore a lack of understanding of the mother’s needs in parenting 

and dealing with her own trauma.  
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A systemic issue of assigning responsibility given to the perpetrator (usually fathers’) 

having low expectations of their involvement while acknowledging that this is different 

from “father’s rights” which continues to perpetuate victim blamings of mother’s and 

continue over burdening which the model intends to unpack.  

 

Chapter Two: Literature Review 

2.1. Introduction 

This chapter presents findings from a review of existing relevant literature on the 

nature and consequences of domestic violence and abuse and societal attitudes to 

domestic violence and abuse in the Bangladeshi community.   

 

Chapter 1 outlined the research questions for the study.  

• What are the challenges and opportunities in engaging Bangladeshi 

women in research about domestic violence and abuse? 

• Are the voices of Bangladeshi women heard within domestic violence and 

abuse in policies and in practice? 

• What are the challenges of hearing Bangladeshi children’s voices and 

whether mother’s see their children as victims of domestic violence and 

abuse? 

• What factors support or prevent Bangladeshi women and their children 

sharing their experiences of domestic violence and abuse?  

• What are the barriers and challenges for professionals in systematically 

involving mothers and children, and what are the implications for social care 

practices?  
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The review has necessarily focused on a narrower set of questions: 

• What us the shape and nature of research relating to Bangladeshi women and 

domestic violence and abuse? 

• What is the extent and nature of evidence regarding the views of Bangladeshi 

women about domestic violence and abuse? 

• What evidence exists regarding the perceived accessibility and effectiveness 

of different forms of personal and professional support available to Bangladeshi 

women and their children? 

 

- This chapter begins by describing the methods used to review the 

literature, including the search process, inclusion and exclusion criteria. 

- The chapter than outlines the study conceptual framework, namely 

feminism. 

- The chapter then looks at the findings of the literature review in relation to 

the review questions. 

 

2.2. Literature Review Methods 

This study began with a narrative literature review where search terms and a robust 

search procedure were applied.  Discover (a database search portal of the University 

of Bedfordshire) along with Google Scholar; Relevant Directory Open Access Journals 

(DOAJ); National Statistics Online; Academica.edu; and Open Access ResearchGate 

were all used for searching.  There were similarities across database of research 

within minority communities.  All literature were in English language only.  
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It quickly became clear from initial exploration of the literature that there was limited 

literature available on Bangladeshi women’s experiences of domestic violence and 

abuse in the UK.   This subsequently influenced the search strategy – for example, 

the literature was not limited to any specific timeframe. I have used the literature review 

to consider the extent of knowledge and attempt to measure how much progress has 

been made to address the issues of violence women experience from their husbands 

and extended family members.   

The inclusion and exclusion criteria for the review is presented in Table 1 below: 

Table 1: Inclusion and exclusion criteria 

Study 

component  

Inclusion criteria  Exclusion criteria 

Participants Studies that included women 
experiencing domestic violence  
 
Asian women suffering from 
domestic violence in the UK. 
 
Mothers’ perceptions on harm to 
their children from violence at 
home. 
   

Studies specifically completed in 
Bangladesh. 
  
 

Methods Research that primarily used 
qualitative research design 
Also, grey literature specific to 
Bangladeshi community and 
Islamic text 

Secondary research article on 
domestic violence not 
considered relevant 

Date No specific period identified, lack of 
available data on Bangladeshi 
women/ hearing children’s voices 
remains open for periods 
considered relevant to the 
researcher  

No exclusion applied 

Language All articles that are published in the 
English language 

Articles published in other 
languages not considered 

Quality of articles Peer reviewed materials and 
published work included 

Non peer reviewed materials  

Geography Combined studies with South Asian 
communities in the UK and aboard. 
Studies with Bangladeshi women in 
the UK 
Studies in America, Canada, 
Australia and Scandinavian 
countries 

Studies completed in rural 
Bangladesh 
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I began with general search terms, e.g., ‘domestic violence and abuse’, Bangladeshi 

mothers’, ‘Asian women’, ‘South Asian women’.   This brought up limited literature and 

the search strategy was extended to include different ways of identifying literature.  

The search words were broadened to include ‘Bangladeshi women’ and ‘domestic 

violence’, ‘Asian mothers and domestic violence’, ‘minority community and domestic 

violence’, ‘domestic violence and cultural sensitivity’, and ‘domestic abuse and family’ 

and ‘conjugal relationships’.   As my initial focus was to include children’s voices, 

search terms related to these issues were also included.   A full list of search terms is 

presented in Table 2 below. 

Table 2: Keywords used for literature search; 

Domestic violence and 

abuse 

Coping with domestic 
Violence 

Children’s voices 

• Domestic violence  
• Bangladeshi mother 
• Asian women/South 

Asian Women. 
• Cultural sensitivities  
• Parental violence and 

children 
• Domestic violence and 

ethnicity 
• Children exposed to 

domestic violence. 
• Conjugal Relationship 
• Coercive control 

• Living and coping with 
domestic violence 

• Impact of domestic 
violence on children 

• Psychological impact 
of domestic violence 

• Domestic violence and 
child abuse 

• Emotional needs and 
domestic violence 

• Hearing children’s 
voices in domestic 
violence, 

• Children’s 
participation, 

• Children’s exposure to 
domestic violence  

• Mothers’ perceptions 
of domestic violence 
and children 

• Effects of domestic 
violence on children 

• Coercive control and 
children 

• Minority children and 
domestic violence 

  

Given the complexity of the research area, search terms have been used flexibly and 

in combination.   

2.3. Theories and conceptual framework 

Within the literature there is evidence of shared theories and concepts that inform 

discussion about domestic violence and abuse.  Traditionally, marital violence has 
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often been considered to derive from the characteristics of the wife or husband or 

internal and external stress factor that affects the family.    

In exploring and understanding theories and issues of violence against women, there 

is not one single theory that can fully analysis and conceptualise the violence against 

women within a family environment within the Bangladeshi family context.  There are 

several theories which can be applicable in addressing violence women experience 

from their husbands and families. 

One of the common theories rooted in this study has been Bronfenbrenner’s ecological 

framework, first introduced in the 1970’s (Bronfenbrenner, 1977,1979,1986).  His first 

model, the ecological systems theory focused on childhood developments and the 

complex system and relationship that affects children and their environment.  

Bronfenbrenner’s theory analyses a five nested system approach, where he analyses 

as the five main elements of his theory and focusing on the context and the quality of 

a child’s environment.  The five system includes the microsystem, the mesosystem, 

the exosystem, the macrosystem and the chrinosystem, usually seen as a nesting 

circle of influence (Bronfenbrenner, 1994) 
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Image: https://dropoutprevention.org. Google Scholar 

This framework suggests that individual’s social environment and behaviours shapes 

as the child interacts with complex environment which raises the complexity of the 

child’s physical and cognitive growth. That the child’s primary environment, their own 

biological maturity, their family and community support their developments and their 

societal position as they move through the different levels and layers of the five stages. 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1994).  

Taking a holistic approach that considers the interplay of individual, their environment 

and their cultural factors, Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model provides a framework for 

understanding of human development and its complexity within a diverse cultural 

context.  Here in exploring the cultural forces and both internal and external factors 

that limits women’s emotional developments, with fears associated with talking about 

their experiences of abuse is significant and shares similar concepts as 

Bronfenbrenner’s model.  

https://dropoutprevention.org/
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 In my study, women were more concerned with their behaviour connected with 

shame, izzat, stigma.  At a more personal level, their fear of being divorced, which 

manifests and influenced their behaviour in whether they wanted to talk about abuse 

they experienced or not.  Cultural beliefs are deeply ingrained from an early age and 

become a basis for a child’s sense of self (Seifert, 1999) as our culture dictates our 

approach to family, community and societal life. Seeking cultural and community 

approval is essential for many women as they move within Bronfenbrenner’s five 

systems levels, as women realised that they may not be living the lives they want live.  

Importantly focusing on a life of acceptance because of their cultural being and 

belonging is required to be within their own communities and is significant to them.  

The principle of the systems and layers often means that women are expected to 

uphold certain behaviour regardless of the system (home) or environment 

(community) they are in and tolerate the family and partner violence and make their 

marriage work. This leaves women in Bangladeshi community feeling powerless, 

controlled and influenced to remain in violent relationships for much longer than they 

may otherwise have remained and therefore the abuse continues. 

2.4. Feminism and domestic violence and abuse. 

When exploring other different theories, family theorists argue that violence arises 

from character flaws in the individuals.  This emerges from behaviours that are learnt 

through violent socialisation, particularly behaviours observed from males in the family 

(Abraham, 1995) and are then transferred into the new family unit.   Male violence 

therefore happens as a result of alcohol, drugs, mental health, and lack of self-control 

by men.  What this approach does not highlight is the power and control to which 

women are subjected and it therefore excuses the behaviour on grounds of lack of 
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fulfilment, unemployment, or cultural deprivation (Abraham, 1995).   This focus is on 

men’s inability to control themselves and their desire to protect their honour.  In 

wanting to protect their honour they exert and force women to comply with their wishes 

they feel this is acceptable and normal.   Therefore, this reflects the patriarchal 

ideology of the need to control women further (Idriss, 2017), rather than offering an 

alternative.   

Feminism argues that women are disadvantaged from the onset as society is 

inherently patriarchal (Azad, 2021; Naffine, 1997; Nicholson, 2013; Whitehead et al, 

2013; Bradshaw, 2013) and therefore the gender divide in society has a compelling 

impact on the women’s experiences and the opportunities that they may have access 

to.  Theorising associated with the social construction of masculinity (Hester, 2012) 

suggests that domestic violence and abuse represents the exertion of power and 

control men have over women.  The wider contexts of gender inequality and wider 

power imbalance in society and in different communities further disempowers and 

disadvantages women.  This is highlighted in the roles assigned to women and girls in 

many communities and the disparities this causes.   

In patriarchal societies men dominate many aspects of a women’s life (Hunnicutt, 

2009) and the power imbalance continues to be an issue where domestic violence and 

abuse is prevalent.   This power imbalance is not a reflection of any community or 

culture as domestic violence, and abuse is known to be widespread across 

communities and continents.  Gender imbalance and patriarchal practices exist in 

many communities including the Bangladeshi community.   
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In a patriarchal society gender inequality is a form of inequality that is interactive with 

but distinct from other forms of social and economic inequalities.  It dwells not only 

outside the household but also centrally within it (Agarwal, 2002, p.1).  Strong 

patriarchal norms in communities and families perpetuate the notion of domestic 

violence and abuse being a private matter in families and therefore it is family 

members (mostly elders from husband’s family in the first instance) who will support 

and mediate to resolve the matter for a husband and wife in the Bangladeshi 

community.   

 

Gender relations of power between women and men are not easy to grasp in their full 

complexity (Agarwal, 1997).  They operate through practices and ideologies within a 

structure of social hierarchy, for example, differential with race, class, gender, and 

caste.  Agarwal argues that gender relations are,   

“Neither uniform across societies nor historically static (as numerous studies of 
different cultures, regions, and communities bear out), they may be seen as largely 
socially constructed (rather than biologically determined)” (Agarwal, 1997, p.1)   
 
Therefore, the social construction of gender inequality is inadequately understood 

and continues to be maintained in society and communities.  

 

 Within South Asian communities, patriarchy is described as existing in two forms the 

private and the public.  These relates to the home environment and to social 

engagement in the public space respectively (Bhopal, 1997).  Other researchers 

consider domestic violence and abuse central to gender inequality and factors 

contributing to the privilege men have which gives power over women.   For example, 

Hunnicutt (2009) states that there is a link between gender inequality and the 

victimisation of women suffering from domestic violence and abuse regardless of 
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which communities’ women are from and this makes women vulnerable within a violent 

relationship.   

 

Afrouz et al, (2018) state that women from different cultures and contexts agreed that 

the complex relations between patriarchy, religion, tradition, and culture reinforce 

oppression against women (Afrouz et al, 2018, p.1).  Religion, tradition, and culture 

may interact with each other, and at times can be in conflict with each other.  The 

dominant patriarchal ideas and practices becomes the norm within society and 

particularly within minority communities, which becomes more complex and 

authoritative when domestic violence and abuse is involved.  It is often depicted that 

family expectations focuses on the fulfilment of women’s role obligations of women 

and Agarwal argues, “gender relations are usually defined as social relations between 

men and women and the gender hierarchies between individuals of the same sex” 

(Agarwal, 1997, p.52).  Here Agarwal highlights within the hierarchies of women in the 

household, i.e. in the Bangladeshi community mothers-in-laws position within the 

home is superior to that of her daughter-in-law. 

 

Akter (2013) commented on the research completed by Bhatti (1999) and her research 

on South Asian children and found how young people are positioned at the intersection 

of ethnicity and a socially diverse culture simultaneously in the UK.  The research 

found gender identity to be profoundly noticeable in cultural practices within the South 

Asian communities.   In particular, the distinction of parenting of boys and girls, where 

girls were brought up with less “freedom” than boys, for which “girls were therefore 

under a different, more subtle, kind of pressure” (Akter, 2013, p.53).  Within the 

Bangladeshi community, girls are expected to maintain boundaries on their personal 
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freedom within the framework of upholding keeping the izzat of the family.   Family 

values are particularly significant in relation to the roles and constraints associated 

with women (Bhopal: 1997).  It is often seen that family expectations on women’s 

obligations are, accepted as the norm.   Often gender roles continue to be obligatory 

for women in the Bangladeshi community, as stereotypes about the role of women 

both in the home and in society influence the construction of their gender identity.      

 

Within the traditional household, keeping the household “normal” is seen as the 

responsibility of the men in the family.   This relates to the status men are given as the 

head of household.  It is when these relations became chronically disturbed and 

perceived threat of change emerges that there is a potential for the man to re-assert 

his control and become even more violent (Khanum, 2018, p.25).  This stems from 

paranoia about perceived dishonour by women, male pride and egocentric attitudes 

in wanting to keep women “under control” in a community where women are 

considered as inferior to the men and seen as weak.   

 

The controlling tactics can be overpowering so that the victim can come to believe the 

perpetrator’s behaviour is the result of the victim’s own failings (Devaney, 2015).  

Therefore, seeking support will only highlight the woman’s being at fault, further 

disempowering women from the Bangladeshi community in speaking about violence 

in the home.   

 

2.5.  Religion and domestic violence and abuse 

This research focuses on Bangladeshi women and domestic violence and abuse. All 

the women in this study were Muslim, as is the case for the majority of the 
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Bangladeshi population. It is important, therefore, to consider how gender 

relationships are understood within Islam, specifically in realtions to marriage and 

divorce. 

 

Religious beliefs play a significant part in sculpting not only the way people live, their 

choices, and their social lives (Ibrahim & Abdalla, 2010).  There are different 

theological thoughts and theories that exhibit violence within an intermate relationship 

and its impact through religion.   Patriarchal communities hold strong views on values, 

lifestyles, social activities which are gender specific and shapes the ideologies of men 

and their use of religions within domestic violence and abuse.   These ideologies 

promote male privilege and consider women as inferior and in certain cultures will 

often use religion as a way of further controlling women in certain cultures.   Spiritual 

abuse includes the victim being told that God hates them, using faith and belief as a 

weapon for the pleasure or gain of the abuser (Aghtaie et al, 2020) while justifying 

their action and seeking their wives to submit to the husband.   Perpetrators have used 

religion to force women to tell their abusers that they have forgiven them for the abuse 

(Aghtaie et al, 2020) inflicted on them and their children, saying that they are not to be 

forgiven in Islam if they do not forgive other people first.  

 

Discussion of religion and religious practices in academic research remains sparse 

and can be controversial in how religion is framed and perceived within certain 

communities.   Religion and religious texts may be misinterpreted and rationalised by 

male perpetrators to justify their behaviour and induce fear and guilt and make their 

victim afraid of God and God’s punishment for disobeying their husbands.  It has also 

been cited that religious leaders are often reluctant in intervening in male violence 
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against women (Ibrahim & Abdalla, 2010).   Religious leaders act as gatekeeps of the 

sacred principles of the faith and avoid challenges.  There may be many factors behind 

this, for example, if the perpetrator is known to the community, or has influence with 

the religious setting, or simply a lack of willingness to intervene within marital disputes 

as they see it.   Within the research field, there is growing interest in exploring religion 

and its use as a way of having power and control over women.   Studies have emerged 

that examine the relationship between religion, spirituality, marital violence (Istratii & 

Ali, 2022).  

 

Domestic violence and abuse present as a challenge for all faith communities. Aghtaie 

et al, (2020) explored practitioners and religious leaders understanding from three 

monotheistic religions, Islam, Judaism and Christianity, and their views about justice 

for victims of domestic violence and abuse and the specific roles assigned to women 

by those religions.   They argued that significant attention is needed on the structural 

spiritual abuse of women in all of these religions.  It is noticeable is that spiritual abuse 

is omitted from the Domestic Abuse Act 2021, yet another aspect of abuse that has 

been ignored.  Relationships within domestic violence and abuse are complicated and 

the complex relations between religion, patriarchy, tradition, and culture continue to 

reinforce oppression against women (Aghtaie, 2016).   

 
A study by  Istratii and Ali, (2022) where they explored the influence of religious beliefs 

and experience on the rationalisations, behaviour, and mental health of victims of 

intimate partner violence, and the faith-based interventions in the community.   They 

explored the use of psychological counselling and its effectiveness.  They paid 

considerable attention to ‘religiosity’, and how this influences individuals’ sense of 

forgiveness, loyalty, and the marital adjustments women make within domestic 
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violence and abuse relationships.   They highlight victims’ level of stress, and attitudes 

to conflict resolution, while wanting to continue seeking marital relationship and marital 

satisfaction.   The study cited that religion and domestic violence and abuse does not 

appear to have been integrated fully into marital functioning and mental health when 

addressing violence against women. 

 

Afrouz, et al, (2018) explored the help-seeking behaviour of Muslim women in both 

Muslim majority and Muslim minority countries, and states,  

 
“Within most faith communities, there is a male dominant holy hierarchy, which makes 
power relations and patriarchy more complex and authoritative.  Although according 
to religious rules, women should be treated equally, among Muslim communities 
especially in countries where Islam is the source of law; women have much less power 
than men” (Afrouz, et al, 2018.  p. 2).  
 
 
However, within the three faiths, women are seen as central to maintaining family 

values and the intergenerational transmission of faith (Aghtaie et al, 2020; Gillum et 

al, 2006; Raday, 2012).  Women in this study highlighted deep observation of their 

faith, and often seek comfort in their spirituality when they experience violence in the 

home.    

 

2.6. Women, marriage, and divorce in Islam 

There is very little research available on domestic violence and abuse and Islamic 

history (Semerdjian, 2004).   Despite this limitation it is possible to explore the position 

on violence against women from the Qur’an, Hadith and Sunnah1 and the position of 

women and violence in Islam.   Here I will limit my discussion to the brief aspects of 

 
1 The Hadith is a collection of traditions containing sayings of the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) which, with 
accounts of his daily practice, the Sunnah constitute the major source of guidance for Muslims apart from the 
Holy Qur’an. 
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attitude towards violence, marriage and divorce that is narrated within the Holy Qur’an, 

Hadith and Sunnah.   There is a long narrative about what is considered “wife beating” 

in Islam and this is often referred when speaking within the Islamic context.   This 

section provides a simplistic backdrop to aid the reader on the religious content of 

marriage and divorce.  I discuss the impact of this in my findings chapter and highlight 

the difficulties women in this study experienced.  

 
  
Islam is perceived as condoning domestic abuse against women, particularly in the 

form of “wife beating”, but this is often interpreted negatively and misunderstood within 

the wider society.   Ibrahim & Abdalla, (2010) highlight, Islam’s attitude toward the 

treatment of wives as illustrated by the Holy Qur’an and Hadith.  They say that the 

Holy Qur’an eloquently describes the marital relationship stating,  

“…they (your wives) are your garment, and you are a garment for them…” (Qur’an, 

2:187).   

 

In the Holy Qur’an marriage is represented as a means of tranquillity, protection, 

encouragement, peace, kindness, comfort, justice, mercy, and love (Qur’an, 2:187 & 

229-237; 4:19 & 25; 9:71; 30:21) (Ibrahim & Abdalla, 2010, p.10).   Marriage in Islam 

is considered as the divine union of two halves that is created from one, to live in 

spiritual harmony and tranquillity with each other (Ibrahim & Abdalla, 2010).   The Holy 

Qur’an has a complete chapter that is called, “The women” (Surah An- Nisa) which 

outlines the issues of care, inheritance, marriage, divorce, and conflict resolution 

(Ibrahim & Abdalla, 2010). 
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Contrary to popular belief, the marital relationship in Islam is based on care, mercy, 

kindness, and mutual consultation, a direct example from the life of Prophet 

Muhammad (PBUH2) provides an example and is well-documented in the books of 

Hadith3 (Jamil, 2007).   The Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) said,  

“The believers who show the most perfect faith are those who have the best 
behaviours, and the best of you are those who are best to their wives” (At-Tirmidhi, as 
cited in An-Nawawi, 1999, p. 271).    
 
The vast majority of Muslim’s promote of a general commitment to family life, and the 

sacred institution of marriage is upheld with positive roles identified within marriage 

and religion.   Ibrahim & Abdalla, (2010), highlighted that, in the Prophet’s “farewell 

pilgrimage sermon, he further asserted the importance of kind treatment of women, 

equating the violation of women’s marital rights to be a breach of God’s covenant” 

(Ibrahim & Abdalla, 2019, p.11). 

 

The Holy Qur’an and Sunnah have clear prohibitions against oppression and injustice 

and is clear that the abuse of women violates women’s rights and allows a woman the 

right to seek a divorce from her husband for ill treatment.   This is often disputed within 

many Muslim and South Asian communities, including the Bangladeshi community, 

where strong patriarchal ideologies are often present.   The lack of knowledge about 

whether women are allowed to divorce is often debated.  

 

The vast majority of the women in the Islamic community are of the Islamic faith.  They 

will enter the marriage through the Nikkah4.  The women in this study highlighted the 

 
2 Peace and blessing be up on him (PBUH) a term used to refer to Prophet Muhammed 
3  Hadith: A collection of traditions containing sayings of the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) which, with accounts of his daily 
practice (the Sunnah), constitute the major source of guidance for Muslims apart from the holy Qur’an 
4  Nikkah: An Islamic Marriage 
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difficulties of having a Nikkah only marriage without the civil marriage leaving them 

without legal protection (law of the land).   This has been suggested to be more 

significant when women enter a second marriage.    Marriage is often seen as a way 

of retaining more control of women without legal consequences if the marriage fails.   

Many of the women in Aghtaie et al’s (2020) study cited complications even after 

obtaining a civil marriage, as they would still remain religiously married to their 

husbands even after the civil divorce, if the husband does not give them the three 

talak5  (divorce) (Aghtaie et al, 2020, p.5).  The talak itself is often debated within the 

Bangladeshi culture.  Islam states that the talak should be pronounced over a three-

month period but customs vary in different parts of the Islamic world, including where 

men pronounce the talak on one occasion and in anger.   This seeks to invalidate the 

talak and therefore women are often considered to remain married to their husbands 

despite the talak being pronounced.   

 

The understanding in some communities that women are not able to divorce their 

husband despite the ill treatment they experience is another misconception that 

festers in the community and is very different from what is stated in Islam.   

Consequently, all Muslim schools of jurisprudence (the madhhabs) state that a wife is 

no longer obliged to remain at home, (with her husband) if she is ill-treated and states 

that she is entitled to have the marriage annulled if she wishes to do so, for i.e., have 

a Khula6.   In doing this she is obligated to return the mahr7 which is often sought 

 
5 Talak – is an Islamic divorce that is achieved when a man pronounces Talak three times, results in women being 
considered divorced within Islam. 
6 A Khula - In Islam, a woman who wishes to terminate her marriage contract without the consent of her husband 
7 Mahr - In Islamic law, it is a gift or contribution made by the husband-to-be to his wife-to-be, for her exclusive property, 
as a mark of respect for the bride, and as recognition of her independence. 
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through the Shar’ia council (an Islamic advisory council on marriage and divorce) or 

mediation through family elders.   

 

Finally, literature on marriage and divorce is clear and highlights that violence and ill 

treatment of women are not tolerated in Islam, contrary to general belief.   There are 

clear knowledge gaps between misrepresentation and Islamic practices that exists.   It 

is essential that the Islamic institutes generate an increasing awareness of the 

religious contexts and violence within Muslim communities that allows for discussions 

and guidance that include women and men addressing violence in the home together. 

 

2.7. What is the shape and nature of research relating to Bangladeshi women 

and domestic violence and abuse. 

The first review question is important in light of the overall lack of attention to the 

specific nature of domestic violence and abuse in the Bangladeshi community.  The 

literature search identified research from across the United Kingdom, North America, 

Scandinavian countries, Australia and Canada. 

 

However, there was limited to non-existent literature that focuses solely on 

Bangladeshi women and children, their views and their experiences of domestic 

violence and abuse.  Most studies identified were qualitative studies and ranged from 

different countries and across communities, i.e., studies completed as combined, 

Pakistani, Indian and Bangladeshi women in the UK, studies solely completed within 

the UK as well as studies from America, Canada, and Australia with a focus on South 

Asian women.   Studies from Scandinavian countries involving children in research 

were also identified. 
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While the lack of research is indisputable, there is evidence that there is a growing 

interest in South Asian communities and women’s experience of domestic violence 

and abuse in the home, but this is still underrepresented (Gill, 2004; Thiara & Gill 2010; 

Afrouz, et al, 2018; Bhandari, 2017; Khanum, 2018; Meetoo & Mirza,2010).   

The process of literature searching showed that, where domestic violence and abuse 

and Bangladeshi women are discussed, it is as part of South Asian communities more 

generally.   While this approach has been needed to continue raising awareness of 

the experiences of South Asian women, it also highlighted the need for the South 

Asian women and children to be brought to the forefront of the domestic violence 

agenda.   As a minority group on its own, the needs of Bangladeshi women and 

children remain limited or understood in terms of their collective and individual needs.   

I acknowledge that there are similarities within the communities, however there are 

distinctive nuances that need to be addressed for each community on its own right, 

hence my focus on the experiences of Bangladeshi women.  The research also needs 

to move further in speaking about domestic violence and abuse and the differences in 

women’s experiences.   It appears that in research into minority women’s experience 

of domestic violence and abuse, the prevalence of forced marriage, and honour-based 

abuse in different communities are often given more attention than abuse by partners 

(in this case husbands) in the home prominent (Idriss, 2017).   

Prevalence of domestic violence and abuse 

2.8. The language of domestic violence and abuse 
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Millar et al (2018) state that obtaining a clear understanding of the prevalence of 

domestic abuse is complicated by the lack of internationally agreed terminology, and 

the different conceptualisations that are evident within and across different disciplines 

(Millar et al, 2018, p577).  Legislation, different organisations and individuals use the 

terms “domestic violence” and “domestic abuse” interchangeably.   

 

Researchers have used the terms “domestic violence and “domestic abuse” to broadly 

describe abuse that takes place within relationships, not necessarily in an intimate 

partner relationship, and extends to other family members (Alexander, Callaghan et 

al, 2016).  For communities like the Bangladeshi community, the reference is important 

for them to understand that violence is abuse and abuse can be non-violent.   It 

includes the harm of abuse that is violent and coercive, a discussion that they only 

identify when the term domestic violence is used.   

 

Another important factor is that children who experience domestic violence and abuse 

are affected as much as their mothers are and they do not necessarily need to be 

present or hit directly.  Children are significantly affected by abuse in the longer term 

when they are part of the family unit where violence is present (see Chapter 7) 

 

There is a growing acceptance that domestic violence and abuse significantly affect 

children, with the effects of domestic abuse continuing to be felt in their adulthood 

(Millar et al, 2018).    Alexander et al, (2016) state that, to understand children’s agency 

and resistance and that the terms are interchangeable and consider the body of 

survivors in the context of violence (p.3).   They also make a clear distinction with the 
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term “children” and “young people” with ‘children’ used to refer to any person under 

18 years old.    

 

Domestic violence and abuse is a serious issue in all societies and has an impact on 

women and children globally. The World Health Organisation (2013) states that global 

and regional estimations of violence against women covered 133 countries home to 

6.1 billion people which represented 88% of the world’s population and found that one 

in four women have been victims of domestic violence and abuse at some point in 

their lifetime (also see Afrouz, Crisp et al. 2018; Gill, 2004).    Statistics show that in 

Britain each year many women will remain silent about abuse as they have little faith 

in protection agencies (ONS 2015).   The Crime Survey for England and Wales 

(CSEW) estimated that 5.0% of adults (6.9% women and 3.0% men) aged 16 years 

and over experienced domestic abuse in the year ending March 2022.  This accounts 

for an estimated 2.4 million adults.  

 

A survey by Women’s Aid (2022) explored attitudes towards domestic abuse and why 

this is “tolerated” in our society.  This found that most of the UK public are of the 

opinion that domestic abuse is common (84%).   However, this survey opinion was 

significantly more prevalent amongst women (91% compared to 76% of men).  This 

highlights the rate of domestic violence and abuse and how society appears to be 

desensitised to the needs of women experiencing domestic violence and abuse, 

despite violence being highly visible with a large number of women being victims of 

violence and women being murdered by men.   
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The women who do eventually report an abuse or an abusive partner do not do so 

until there have been at least 30 separate incidents of abuse.   For some women it 

may be too late as abuse and violence escalate and an estimated two women are 

murdered by a partner or ex-partner every week in Britain (Khanum, 2018, p.12). 

 

There is very limited research on the prevalence and impact of domestic violence and 

abuse on women and children from the Bangladeshi community.  However, studies 

completed in the United States (Breiding et al, 2008; Tripathi & Azhar, 2020) found 

that, there is a considerable variation between minority groups reporting domestic 

violence and abuse and the lowest rate of domestic violence and abuse prevalence 

reported was amongst Asian women.  There are several factors that affect whether 

Bangladeshi women reporting violence in the home.  These include not having 

appropriate or culturally sensitive reporting mechanisms in place, language barriers, 

or lack of knowledge of how and where to report incidents (Ahmed-Stout et al, 2018; 

Gill, 2004; Thiara & Gill, 2010).   Women’s sense of responsibility for “saving the family 

from cultural shame,” izzat, and keeping the family together, further restricts them 

reporting violence in the home.  Burman et al (2004) argues that discourse of socio-

culturally available assumptions may be yet another factor that limits women in talking 

about what is seen as a private family matters (p.335) (also see, Burman, 1991; 

Fairclough, 1992) and compel women to remain silent about abuse they experience.  

Cultural factors have often meant that women will discuss issues of family concerns 

within the family and wider family network before contacting external services (Afrouz, 

et al, 2018; Bhandari, 2017; Meetoo & Mirza, 2007).  Gender inequality, racial 

prejudice and how authorities in power deals with women are significant factors cited 

in literature as hindering reporting of violence for all women.   



60  

2.9. Race, ethnicity, culture and domestic violence and abuse. 

The literature review also identified a significant body of literature highlighting the 

importance of racial exclusion and discrimination in understanding experiences of, and 

responses to, domestic violence and abuse in the Bangladeshi community. 

 

Substantial evidence suggests that racially exclusive practices affected and corrupted 

domestic violence and abuse work in research and in practice for decades within the 

Black, Asian, and minority communities (Wiper, 2012; Meetoo & Mirza, 2007; Burman 

et al, 2004).  Wiper (2012) highlighted that, when speaking about minority 

communities, the focus on aspects of honour-based violence and forced marriage (see 

also Idriss, 2017; Wiper, 2012;  Azad, 2021; Afrouz, et al. 2018).  Other forms of 

violence have been largely ignored or misconstrued in regard to South Asian 

communities, as they are seen as essentially patriarchal.   Research discussions have 

been about men being inherently violent and oppressive to women and women as 

over reliant on the dominance of males in the family, i.e., traditionally men being the 

head of the households (Gill, 2004).   

 

The continued media portrayal of South Asian communities in a negative manner often 

means that the subject of domestic violence and abuse remains unreported, hidden 

and a taboo in the community, and this perpetuates the notion of male dominance in 

these communities and confirms women as being oppressed by men.  Wiper (2012) 

argues that the  

“Earlier stages of feminist movement strategically situated gender inequality as the 
sole determining factor of violence against women in order to demonstrate that all 
women, irrespective of age, class or race were potential victims” (Wiper, 2012 p.39).    
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However, this failed to acknowledge the diverse experiences of minority women 

(including Bangladeshi women) within the UK (Carby, 1982).   It is argued that ‘hidden’ 

nature of violence against women is a factor that increases women’s isolation, and the 

power imbalance within marital relationships (Stark 2007).  There is an argument that 

states, “further efforts must be made to encourage and persuade women to disclose 

violence to the authorities” (Hydén, 2015, p.1040).  The fact that this remains limited 

within the community is often then explained again in terms of the dominance of men 

in the community.   

 

Much of the available literature on domestic violence and abuse has either ignored, 

anecdotally addressed, or downplayed the relationships between power dynamics, 

gender, religion, ethnicity, race, institutional racism, and patriarchy with regards to 

women.  While  

“Domestic violence (and abuse) cuts across cultural, religious, financial status and 
ethnicity, though this is true to some extent, it ignores the issues of race/ethnicity 
sexual orientation, class, and caste among other social categories” (Bhandari 2017, 
p.2).  
 
The above resonant for women from the Bangladeshi community.  It continues the 

power dynamics as for all women experiencing domestic violence and abuse.   The 

limitation of their identities in speaking about the violence both internally within the 

family, community and externally with organisations remains limited.  

 

The overlooking of the cultural contexts of the women, the external factors, the 

women’s strengths, parenting capacities, religious viewpoints, and practices 

demonstrates cultural stereotyping and ignorance.  It reflects an ethnocentric 

assumption of how women experience violence in the home (Davies, 2001) and views 

women solely seen in isolation within a nuclear family setting and isolated from wider 
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communities, including their faith community.   It makes assumptions that communities 

like the Bangladeshis cover up domestic violence and abuse and as women do not 

speak about violence in the home, it makes women more invisible to the wider society.  

 

The Eurocentric view of family and extended families in relation to the Bangladeshi 

community has been alienating.  Feminist scholars argue that the conceptualisations 

of domestic violence and abuse being “ethnicised” within the British multicultural 

context tends to link this abuse solely to South Asian communities (Meetoo & Mirza 

2007).   Meetoo & Mirza (2007) argues, 

 “That ethnicised women are caught in collision of discourse” (Meetoo & Mirza 2007, 

p.188).    

In some communities specific cultural and religious practices of having control of 

women are seen as keeping the honour of the family and community.  Domestic 

violence and abuse cannot be treated as a culturally specific honour crime by 

organisations and service providers (Meetoo & Mirza 2007, p.188).  The 

problematising of culture and cultural practices means that these are seen as a 

hindrance, abusive and over sensitive to culture.  In turn, the strengths of social 

networks and the informal support system is too readily ignored.  What has been 

apparent is that mainstream research and literature continues to disregard the 

experiences that fall outside the Eurocentric “norm” and what is considered as 

domestic violence and abuse and the experiences of the Bangladeshi women’s 

counterparts, i.e. the white women’s experiences of violence (McMullan, et al 2010; 

Nash, et al, 2013; Oetzel & Duram, 2004; Stephan & Aprahamian, 2015) will not 

necessarily be the same for Bangladeshi women. 
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The implication of the literature search is that there needs to be a rigorous focus on 

qualitative research on domestic violence and abuse and the impact it has on 

Bangladeshi women.  To fully understand the depth of the issue, the lived experiences 

of women, their cultural lived reality within the abuse as individuals in a male 

dominated society must be considered (Bent-Goodley, 2005; Kishimoto & Mwangi, 

2009).   

Gill (2004) states  

“Domestic violence (and abuse) be culturally sensitive to the needs of Asian women 
to provide effective services and interventions more effectively.  For example, unless 
one understands the historical impact of institutional racism, it may be difficult to 
understand fully why such women are more reluctant than their Caucasian 
counterparts to report domestic violence” (Gill, 2004, p.467),  
 
to services like the police and social care.   Therefore, it is not just a cultural dilemma 

but a societal and structural factor that “silences” women about domestic violence and 

abuse.  While gender inequality plays a compelling part in women suffering from 

domestic violence and abuse, it needs to be seen through the lens of intersectionality 

as comprising multiple interlinked factors for women within the Bangladeshi 

community.  

Crenshaw (1989) describes intersectionality as a lens through which you can see 

where power comes from and collides, where it interlocks and intersects.  It is not 

simply that it is a race, gender, or a class problem.  Crenshaw (1991) states that a 

“concept of intersectionality denotes the various ways in which race and gender 

interact to shape the multiple,” dimensions of oppressions, where she described Black 

women’s employment experiences.   At the simplest level, race, gender, and class are 

implicated together because the fact is that being a woman of colour correlates 

strongly with other forms of oppression (Crenshaw, 1991).  
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While race and culture contribute to the suppression of domestic violence and abuse 

Black and Asian women are affected by other distinguishing factors, e.g., the 

perception of their religious belief, language, and disability, which disrupts women’s 

own identity (Meetoo & Mirza, 2007).   The majority of literature associated with 

minority communities focused on other forms of violence against women (e.g., forced 

marriage and crimes in the name of honour), with limited literature that looked at how 

race, racism or ethnicity might arbitrate the women’s experiences of abuse in the home 

(Meetoo & Mirza 2007; Gill & Mitra-Kahn 2012).   

 

2.10 What is the extent and nature of evidence regarding the views 

of Bangladeshi women about domestic violence and abuse? 

The disadvantage of Bangladeshi women goes beyond the environment they were 

born or raised in and more into the gender inequality assigned by society that 

perpetuates the abuse of women which is normalised in society, including within the 

Bangladeshi community.   

 

2.11. Extended family and community 

For Bangladeshi women, family plays a vital role in their lives.  The lack of 

understanding of the role and extended family roles by professionals often blurs what 

is cultural normality for them.  This is difficult to manage.  Their personal risk 

management is often not acknowledged, or their diversity respected.  This approach 

and lack of understanding places women at greater risk of continued abuse from their 

husbands and family, and they “slip through the crack both in multicultural discourse 

and domestic violence (and abuse)” (Meetoo & Mirza 2012, p.118).  
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The multiple layers of abuse and violence they experience has significant long-term 

implications not only for them but also for their children and their extended family, 

especially female members of their maternal families.  Women may have fears of 

retribution such as physical harm, public embarrassments, shaming, loss of ancestral 

properties and extreme financial harm to their extended families.  Bangladeshi 

women’s fear of the perpetrator’s threats of involving the wider family in conflict has 

extensive power and control in silencing their victims and leads them to remain within 

the marriage and the marital home.  This is an issue that needs more specific research 

for this community group (Gill, 2004; Thiara & Gill, 2010) 

 

Gill (2004) argued that the 18 women she interviewed for her study said that Asian 

women are taught to save face from an early age and family unity is more important 

than individual safety in the home (p.477).  She also found that women are often 

blamed for the occurrence of violence, rather than being seen as the victims of abuse.  

Bangladeshi women did not speak about the violence.  Instead, the violence was 

hidden as a result of fear of social isolation, shame, stigma and rejection from the 

family and community where they felt a sense of belonging despite the abuse they 

experienced.  

 

Burman et al (2004) explored services to women of African, African-Caribbean South 

Asian, Jewish, and Irish backgrounds and found the structural assumption about 

culture to be a barrier, commenting: 

“Domestic violence emerges as something that can be overlooked or even excused 
for ‘cultural’ reasons”. (Burman et al, 2004, p.332).   
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Burman et al also discussed the familiar discourse of blame for women in domestic 

violence and abuse relationships.  They argued different thinking is needed within the 

literature to consider difference in culture and how community positions women, often 

blaming them for causing the violence in the first place.  They further state that women 

in their study felt blamed for bringing shame on the family and community.  This leads 

to women from specific communities being further isolated and seen as fitting a 

stereotype of as passive, backward, and not engaging with services.  

 

Gill (2004) highlights some of the barriers to disclosure minority women experience.  

Neale (2017) highlighted that social work practitioners working with women and 

children experiencing domestic violence and abuse, commenting that practitioners 

have been reluctant to work with perpetrators and that this is a serious failing, (Neale 

2017, p.7) (also see Littlechild 2008).   It has been argued that perpetrators’ identity 

as fathers therefore remains invisible.  There is a notion that perpetrators present as 

“awkward” and non-engaging within domestic violence and abuse support services, 

the inherent male superiority often discussed in research (Katz, 2022).   They have 

been excused of any responsibilities as fathers, and this is often readily accepted by 

professionals.  Therefore, they are not held accountable for the violence to or care of 

the children.  

 

2.12. Children’s exposure to domestic violence and abuse 

The data on prevalence relate to adults rather than children’s exposure to violence.  It 

is known that children living in domestic violence and abuse households are likely to 

see and hear domestic violence and abuse, (McGee, 2000; Mullender et al, 2002) 

adult may often denied this.   Stanley (2011) states that the majority of large-scale 
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quantitative studies in this field are based on US data, where the UK studies have 

been more directly relevant for establishing the need for service response in the UK 

and Wales (Stanley, 2011, p.10).   New data emerging that explore direct harm caused 

to children and the coercive control children experience (Katz 2022, p.138).  According 

to Callaghan et al (2015) the extent and impact of domestic violence and abuse on 

children are well documented.   Despite the recent UK research, evidence is often 

drawn from international studies in order to fill the gaps or provide comparison for the 

studies being completed.  What it does not do is to clarify what the gaps are in hearing 

the voices of minority children, including children of Bangladeshi origin.   

 

Understanding of the extent of children’s exposure to domestic violence and abuse in 

the UK has been enhanced by the national survey completed by the NSPCC on child 

maltreatment (Radford et al 2011) which included children between the ages of 11 to 

17 years.   Radford’s study was conducted to explore children’s experiences of abuse 

and neglect and to measure the prevalence, impact, and the risks to children within a 

home where there was domestic violence and abuse.   This study found that the 

number of children exposed to domestic violence and abuse was significantly higher 

for all groups than childhood experience of the other direct forms of maltreatment and 

child abuse (Stanley, 2011. p.11).    

 

Newnes & Goldings, (2017) stated that the “focus on children’s trauma, its impact, 

positioning children as silent, passive and damaged” (Newnes & Goldings, 2017, p.3) 

is reinforcing the very fact that children are passive, damaged and are not seen as 

victims.   It is recommended that children should be recognised as direct victims of 

violence and not the “unintended victims” (Edleson, 1999) as previously perceived.   
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The study by Katz (2022) of 15 mothers and 15 children focused not only on the 

physical model of abuse, but on how coercive control impacts the lives of children, and 

a recognition that coercive control is harming children’s lives just as it harms the of 

lives of mothers. 

 

The two large-scale UK prevalence studies have concluded that 4.5% of children and 

young people in the UK are exposed to domestic violence and abuse in their lifetime 

(Stanley, 2011 p.11).  In addition, it is increasingly recognised that different types of 

violence may co-exist and overlap (Meinck & Katz 2017, p.6). 

 

The British Crime Survey (BCS) consistently shows that domestic violence and abuse 

is the violent crime whose victims are most likely to experience repeat incidence of 

victimisation, that women and children are most likely to receive injuries, experience 

emotional difficulties and to have been victims of sexual assaults (see Stanley 2011, 

p. 13) and that children are exposed to parental violence at a severe level. 

 

In terms of prevalence, a UK study by the NSPCC, Radford et al (2011) suggested 

almost a third of children under 18 have been exposed to domestic violence and abuse 

and approximately 5.7% of children and young people will experience domestic 

violence and abuse in a year.  Evidence suggests that psychological impact can be 

severe, (Radford et al. 2011, p.2).  This study also found that children of domestic 

violence and abuse households were 2.0 and 4.4 times more likely to be experiencing 

violence and neglect from a care giver (Radford et al., 2011).   
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Domestic violence and abuse is a factor in over half of all serious case reviews 

(Sidebotham et al, 2016).  Children and young people continue to be direct victims of 

domestic violence and abuse and studies highlights that one in five teenagers have 

been physically abused by their boyfriends or girlfriends (Barter et al, 2009) making 

them direct victims of intimate partner violence.   

 

Stanley (2011) commented that, there is increasing UK evidence to suggest that there 

is a link between domestic violence and abuse and community disadvantage.  She 

distinguishes hard-pressed from affluent areas and maintains that children living in 

“hard pressed” areas are six times as likely to experience domestic violence and abuse 

as children living in more affluent areas.   This seems to suggest that those on lower 

incomes are most at risk of domestic violence and abuse.  This modifies the view that 

domestic violence and abuse occurs in all communities, class, and socio-economic 

status families.   

 

2.13. What evidence exists regarding the perceived accessibility and 

effectiveness of the different forms of personal and professional support 

available to Bangladeshi women and their children?  

 

Social exclusion is the absence of social networks or a social support system (Cattell, 

2001).  It is important to consider the social networks available to women experiencing 

domestic violence and abuse.  Hydén (2015) highlighted the ground-breaking feminist 

research by Dobash & Dobash (1979); and Kelly (1988) that violence against women 

by marital partners (in this study, husband’s) continues to remain hidden and 

underreported.  Therefore, research studies on women’s help seeking behaviour have 
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continued to explore why women do not report violence to the police, rather than 

exploring vulnerability around coercive and controlling behaviour women experience 

and the limitations women place on themselves in reporting.  

 

Burman et al (2004) in their study over 11 months with 26 providers identified key 

material barriers to service access for minority women.   This is not just about socio-

cultural discourse, but more about structural inequalities based on racism, sexism, and 

class oppression (Burman et al, 2004, p.335).  This further adds to the limitations of 

women’s networks and support both informal and formal.   Women’s ultimate fear of 

dealing with organisations that are seen as institutionally racist towards a particular 

community or communities continues to limit the options they have.    It is therefore 

the preconceived prejudices that women in the Bangladeshi community are traditional, 

passive and will seek support within their families and communities, so the signs of 

the women’s experience of domestic violence and abuse are missed and the support 

they need within the wider context is not forthcoming. 

 

For the women in this community, family, extended family, relatives, friends, and 

neighbours creates the context that they view as their social network and support 

(Hydén, 2015, p.1041).    Being a victim of domestic violence and abuse presents 

particular challenges for women the community.   There is a prolonged period of 

interaction with the perpetrator and victim in the house.   This is accepted and may be 

supported by other family members in this context to make things work out.   Hydén 

says that abuse is “hard to identify due to the fluctuating patterns of relations” (Hydén, 

2015p.1042).  This adds to the complexities women navigate through even within their 

informal social network and they choose carefully who they disclose abuse to and 
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consider whether the support may continue in the aftermath of the abuse if they report 

violence externally.   

 

Wider traditional views remain that women in the Bangladeshi community are 

supposed to maintain their household, prioritising taking care of the family over and 

above other aspects of their lives.   This lingers with the women of the community, 

professional and working women who may be seen as modernised, westernised, or 

upper-class through social mobility.   When these women are at home, they are 

expected to step into the role of traditional mothers and wives, a dual identity women 

may struggle with.  Women’s social network involves being connected to others 

through, family and social ties and where they have potential to consider each 

individual's well-being within an informal support system. 

 

Putnam (1993) suggests a “sense of affiliation” will include three elements: 

a) informal networks, people who are connected to i.e., such as family, friends, 

and neighbours.  

b) voluntary networks, i.e., involvement external support, religious activities, social 

and voluntary groups.  

c) the formal community networks described as the statutory and government 

organisation connections. 

Hydén (2015) highlighted that the hidden nature of violence against women increases 

women’s isolation and continues the power imbalance.   She argued that women need 

persuading to disclose violence formally but there is always the informal network who 

would be aware of the violence for a much longer period.  They may act as 
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gatekeepers for the women and support keeping the abuse hidden, however, women 

talked about the abuse hardly being hidden from members of their close family and 

network, such as friends, neighbours, and potentially close work colleagues.    Hydén 

(2015) explained that the support from women’s informal network is provided for a 

much longer term than the support from formal services (Dobash & Dobash 1979; 

Kelly 1996).   

 

Who knows about the violence and the specific roles individuals take in supporting the 

women and their children is significant in their seeking support.   Studies highlight that 

other women may collude with perpetrators in specific communities (Gill, 2004), 

diminishing support for the victims within the household.  The nature of the social world 

of women interacts with the experience of domestic violence and abuse, and this 

includes cultural perceptions of keeping family matters guarded.    

 

Other research has found the abused women’s circle of informal support to be 

significant.  It is important that their social network is there as the abuse they 

experience often takes place behind closed doors, as highlighted in this study (Strause 

et al, 1981).   Having a strong social network, good family relations, and extended 

family relationships, and being able to be part of a community can be a positive 

association for women, their self-esteem, and self-confidence.   Indeed, women’s 

social network can provide a sense of connection, significantly improve a woman’s 

feeling of being valued, lessen her isolation, and support and develop self-esteem and 

self-confidence (Cohen and Syme, 1985).   The following section explores the coping 

strategies women employ as victims of abuse in the home. 
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2.14. Women’s coping strategies 

Historically women experiencing domestic violence and abuse have been portrayed 

as passive, helpless, emotionally unstable, and not able to cope.  Coping refers to 

conscious strategies used to reduce unpleasant emotions.  Coping strategies can be 

cognitions or behaviours and can be individual or social (dictonary.com).  Lazarus 

(1993) explored and defined coping as problem-focused, distressed relationship and 

stressful environment, or a person causing stress and emotional-focused coping.   

Bhandari (2017) however, states the objective of problem focused coping in cases of 

domestic violence and abuse is to reduce the violence, while the objective of emotion-

focused coping is to provide emotional energy to keep the sense of self intact 

(Bhandari 2017, p.3; also see Folkman & Lazarus, 1990).    Bhandari (2017) stated 

there are studies on coping and help seeking behaviours of women experiencing 

domestic violence and abuse, considered as “the learned helplessness theory” 

theorised by Walker (1979).   Walker’s theory was critiqued by Gondolf and Fisher 

(1988) who highlighted that abused women draws on resources and agencies to 

create survival strategies, and survive the violence they experience, which they 

termed this as “survival theory”.   There are relevant studies that have demonstrated 

several coping strategies adopted by women who were abused (Campbell et al 1998; 

Gondolf & Fisher, 1988; Goodman & Fallon, 1995).    

 

Within the cultural and structural framework many women strategically find ways to 

potentially confront their husbands and the abuse they experience (Abraham, 2005).  

However, Abraham (2005) found that women may employ more emotionally focused 

strategies which are less confrontational compared to the problem-focused strategies 

which the women in this study spoke about.   Khanum (2018) argued:  
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“very few women used problem-focused strategies such as seeking help from formal 
institutions, as these strategies could lead to overt confrontation with their husbands 
(family) and may result in divorce, the outcome least desired by most of the women” 
(in her study) (Khanum 2018, p.36).     
 

Most women in this study said that they would want to take action but were mindful of 

the consequences of such action.    They shared that they did not necessarily want to 

leave the family but wanted the violence to stop and therefore would continue with the 

emotion-focused strategies they employed to protect themselves and their children.  

 

Despite finding their own coping strategies, Bangladeshi women often find themselves 

remaining in an abusive relationship, where their maternal family network is not willing 

to intervene or support them.  Bangladeshi women mainly live within their husband’s 

family after marriage, therefore being away from their known informal support system.   

Bhandari (2017) cited the complication of women who immigrate to an unfamiliar 

country to join their spouses and in-laws and are more likely to have socio-cultural 

barriers.   This creates further isolation which can be used by perpetrators to control 

women (p4).    This is not only an issue for women who migrate to join their spouse 

but is also cited by women who are British Bangladeshi women who were brought up 

within the UK.   Women tends to lack confidence and have lower self-esteem and often 

will not seek help outside the home (Gill, 2004).   Women’s selection of strategies is 

likely to reflect the cultural norms and choices they make.  Other research (as 

mentioned above) has highlighted that women from Bangladeshi community will 

employ a less confrontational way of seeking help where external resources may not 

be accessed.    This tends to be more emotional and psychological as the fear of losing 

the izzat of the family, own’s self-respect, loss of children and feeling of shame, 

prevents women actioning their strategies or action in considering leaving their 
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abusers.    Women said leaving the family home was not always a decision they took.  

It was an option at times taken out of their control as threats of giving an Islamic divorce 

and making a woman leave the family home is another continued form of power and 

control the husband and their families exercised.   

 

Women employ low profile help-seeking and plan strategies for example, coping 

through other female extended family members, friends, and neighbours as support.  

Campbell et al (1989) talked about women “self-talk” and weighing up the advantages 

and disadvantages of remaining or leaving the relationship.   Women using emotion-

focused coping often utilise their religious practices and seek solace through 

spirituality and increased practice within their faith.  This provides a way of managing 

and coping with the abuse.   Several women in this study spoke about “finding 

themselves” in religion and highlighted that this gave them physical and emotional 

strength, knowing that there is a greater being who is supporting them in coping with 

the abuse.  While seeking support though religion, women blamed their fate for the 

abuse they experienced (Bhandari, 2017) and said they must have done something 

wrong in life to be abused and saw the abuse as a test and a punishment from Allah.   

However, the women in the study continued to believe that things happen to divert 

them from the worse suffering and there is always healing that comes from their 

hardship.  

 

In many religions, praying to God is seen as a coping strategy as discussed earlier.   

This is similar across many religions.   A study by  Istratii and Parveen (2022) explored 

the relationship between ‘religion’, individual mental health, and intimate relationships.  

They explored how ‘religiosity’, influences individuals’ sense of loyalty, forgiveness, 
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marital adjustment, level of stress, attitudes to conflict resolution, and marital 

satisfaction.   In the Bangladeshi community religion is practised as a way of seeking 

forgiveness for what is considered as daily sins, as well as women describing the 

forgiveness they seek for their abusers.   A strong belief is that if you want Allah to 

forgive you, you should try to forgive someone who has wronged you before you can 

move on, another coping strategy women reflected and talked about strongly.   

 

Zakar et al. (2012), study explored the copying strategies of 21 Muslim married women 

from the lower economic class in Pakistan who were victims of domestic violence and 

abuse.  They found that women used different strategies to cope with violence, they 

found some of which were positive and helpful.  Women used an emotion-focused 

strategy described as increased engagement in individuals’ religious activities and 

belief.     They found that the women used their religious activities as a coping strategy.    

However, my study identified that the level of emotional-focused strategies varied with 

women’s knowledge and understanding of religion and religious activities.   Some were 

practical and skilful in their use of religion.  They did not think that only Allah would 

solve issues of violence without them taking action themselves with a strong faith in 

Allah to help and guide them.    While the religious activities increased, they were also 

been willing to explore practical support as individual in seeking to reduce the violence 

they experienced. They took ownership of seeking practical solutions while 

maintaining a strong belief in faith, and that Allah would show them the solution to their 

difficulties.   The women saw religion and religious practice as a way to escape from 

the reality of the violence they were experiencing as they commented that this provides 

them the ability to speak to Allah without the fear of the perpetrators finding out what 

they had said or what support are sought from the Almighty.   This sends a strong 
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message of strength of women’s faith, even when they considered themselves to be 

only moderately practising Muslims. 

 

 
Drumm et al. (2014) study involving 41 Christian women cited the women’s self-

identified spiritual coping processes that enabled them to move from coping to building 

resilience and healing.  The women’s faithfulness and their religious belief supported 

their psychosocial well-being and assisted them in making decisions about their 

marital abuse they experienced.    

 
Women used their coping strategies in many variations and reflected it not to be at a 

gridlock position (Yoshihama, 2002).   Other researchers have considered the coping 

strategies women used to be either engaging or disengaging, an approach 

discussed by Kemp et al (1995).   Other research makes the distinction of whether 

women avoid or actively seek support (Moos, 1995) and employ the coping 

strategies that best suits the women and her children.  These variations demonstrate 

the complexity of coping behaviour, and the levels of behaviour women are having to 

reflect and strategise.  Some of the behavioural coping methods are often described 

as coping through avoiding or denying the unpleasant reality (Khanum, 2018; Carver 

et al,1989; Tamres et al., 2002).  

 

2.15. Service response 

Meetoo and Mirza (2007) argue that government policies and guidance further 

marginalised women and are oppressive in their service delivery that does not meet 

the needs of minority women.  
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Racial prejudices often leave women from the Bangladeshi community who 

experience violence and abuse with a lack of protection. This is due to organisations 

being fearful of being seen as racist when dealing with minority communities (Meetoo 

& Mirza, 2007) and when the organisations focus its priorities being culturally sensitive 

rather than providing support to women who are abused.  

The Bangladeshi community do have patriarchal beliefs where the elders (mostly men) 

are seen as the leaders both in the house and in the community, who act as the 

gatekeepers for women in accessing outside agencies, further silencing the voices of 

the women (Gill, 2009, Thiara & Gill, 2010). 

The male perspective and viewpoint is more prevalent than that of a women in the 

community. Meetoo and Mirza (2007) argue that is confusion often leads to inaction 

and resistance, preventing Bangladeshi women, who are mostly Muslim, from seeking 

help and support when they need it the most.  It further limits women as they feel it is 

their role to uphold the traditional male position of being in control and ensuring women 

are obedient in the family (Gill, 2004). 

 

2.16. Conclusion 

In reviewing and selecting the literature in this chapter, I have aimed to provide an 

overview of the evidence base relating to domestic violence and abuse in the 

Bangladeshi community.   This has included consideration of different theoretical 

frameworks that can inform understanding of this issue.  

 

The chapter has discussed how the limitations placed on women and cultural 

challenges restrict the formal and informal support networks and help and support 

available to women.   While there is a significant research gap, the available literature 
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and research help to illuminate the oppressive ways in which women from the 

Bangladeshi community experience domestic violence and abuse.   The chapter has 

shown the challenges women face as they navigate a cultural landscape which 

includes violence and male dominance and how they continue to manage the different 

dimensions of their identities.   Evidence suggests that there are different coping 

strategies women employ in keeping themselves and their children safe and protected.   

The next chapter discusses the methodology and theoretical approach I have chosen, 

and the journeys taken by the women participating in this study.  I am interested in 

what the women say about their participation and the challenges they have considered 

in taking part in this study, where I discuss and highlight the dilemmas and challenges 

both the women and I as a researcher encountered.  

      
Chapter 3:   Methodology – A critical analysis to the research 

approach 

3.1. Introduction 

The purpose and aim of this chapter is to present my methodology and consider 

and Bangladeshi women’s choices and decision-making approaches in talking 

about their experiences of domestic violence.  From the beginning of this 

research, I set out to explore women’s experiences, limitation and fear in 

speaking about domestic violence.  I explore how this may mean that their voices 

have been missing from domestic violence research as lack of access to women 

remains challenging.  Having completed the literature review and explored the 

gaps in the Bangladeshi women’s voice in research and literature, this provided 

the context to my study and informed the methods within which I explore this 

topic.  From this point, I began clarifying and seeking to detail my research 
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approach and methodological approach which assisted me in forming my 

research design that I used in my study.   

 

The chapter begins by discussing the underpinnings to the study, specifically, 

the ontological and epistemological ideas that inform my work.   It then goes on 

to outline the ethical dilemmas and sensitivities of the issues that I needed to 

consider and deal with.  I explore the journey of seeking organisations supporting 

and hosting the process of the research. This is followed by recruitment 

sampling, data collection, and analyses methods that have been used. 

 

The study was conducted between 2017 and 2021, with the women and the 

professionals, with the main series of interviews of one-to-one interviews taking 

place between 2019 and 2021. The coding and analysis took place during 

September 2021 until May 2022 with reviewing the data during early 2023. 

 

3.2. My challenges in finding somewhere to begin: 

 
I set out to explore the unrepresented voice of Bangladeshi women and their children 

affected by domestic violence and abuse. However, very early in my research the 

challenges of having children involved was apparent and therefore this was changed 

to speaking to mothers of children about the impact of domestic violence and abuse 

on the children.  I knew researching a subject that is hidden and often avoided in 

discussion in the community would be sensitive, the challenging.  

 

Given that domestic violence and abuse is a very sensitive subject for many 

communities, in my view contacting a religious organisation was the most challenging 
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approach that would have been considered.   However, the second organisation I 

identified, as a potential route for participants engagement was a well-established 

religious organisation.  

 
As a researcher I was not sure whether contacting a religious organisation was the 

right approach for this research. The reality, and most people’s assumptions, are that 

religious establishments are run and supported by a male-dominated management.  

This raises questions about whether a subject such as domestic violence and abuse 

will be something that will gain their support.  The organisation I had approached 

bases its work within the framework of Islamic teaching and provides a range of 

services to the Muslim communities. It has a dedicated women’s services that 

supports women within many aspects of everyday life and experiences.  In considering 

approaching this organisation and its appropriateness for the research, I had to reflect 

on the dominant stereotypes and racial biases towards Muslims and Muslim 

organisations which are often seen as radicalised, backward, and troublesome within 

the media and vilified as such by members of wider communities.  My decision to 

pursue a partnership with this organisation recognised the problematic nature of such 

racist stereotype and that they do not represent the vast majority of the British Muslim 

communities, who are peaceful members of society and are not a threat to the 

mainstream communities, they live in.   

 
Having addressed my own reservations about contacting an Islamic organisation, I 

approached the Maryam Centre, in the East End of London, a large organisation that 

sits within an established Islamic Masjid (Mosque).  My link with the Centre had always 

been in a professional capacity where the community members have seen me as a 

social worker, working on issues of child protection, domestic violence and abuse, 



82  

child sexual exploitation, substance misuse and Islam.  I approached the centre 

manager, setting up an initial meeting to discuss the research, sharing the research 

plan and aims.   Meetings continued over an eight-month period from the initial 

meeting to agree detailed information, including that I would be physically present in 

the centre to offer and negotiate therapeutic support to potential participants (women 

and children) after participated in research interviews.   

  
Gaining access to any voluntary organisations depends on the good will of the 

organisation.   My role as a professional who already had some connection to the 

organisation, enabled me to gain their trust and support and led them being my 

research host.  This highlighted the significance of trust and relationship in this aspect 

of the research process.  However, I was also conscious that they could easily 

withdraw their involvement if they felt this was not in their best interest or for the 

interest of the community they serve.  I remained mindful of this throughout the 

process of their involvement. 

 
As gatekeepers, the Maryam Centre had its own priorities, aims, and interests and it 

was important for me to identify potential gains for the organisation from my research 

in order to negotiate access.   For example, this included having an agreement to 

share the learning, and to advise them on future work and training of their staff, where 

needed, which I agreed with the centre manager.  The research findings also had the 

potential to be a learning platform that will be shared within the community through the 

Maryam Centre.  Furthermore, the research offered the Centre the opportunity to 

present greater knowledge and public awareness of the work it does within the 

community, particularly on issues relating to domestic violence and abuse and forced 

marriage.  
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The Maryam Centre did not provide any data for the research or have direct contact 

with the women as part of this research.  However, they did facilitate the request to 

women for participation’ by displaying the leaflet about the research project and 

enabling women making initial inquiries about the research to contact me directly.  This 

stage of the process required careful negotiation and I was mindful that the Centre as 

gatekeeper could have felt that its resources were being intruded upon.  The 

negotiation is particularly important as I wanted the use of their therapeutic services 

for women participating in the research. This was essential for my research as women 

may have required this support after talking to me about deep rooted emotional lived 

experiences and may need access to support.  It made me conscious of feeling a 

degree of guilt in being persistent in seeking information about the recruitment of 

mothers through the centre.   This process was extremely slow and at time stagnated 

for long periods.   

 
What I required from the Centre was access to their personnel and facilities, i.e., 

having a contact person (the centre manager), an interview venue, ability to put 

up posters in the centre for recruitment, and engagement in recruiting 

participants for the research.   They also had a role in ensuring interested 

potential participants contacted me.  This therefore required that staff made a 

commitment of time, and resources to the research, while managing their day-

to-day organisational activities.   This contact became more difficult with the 

COVID-19 restrictions, when all religious establishments, community centres 

and support services were closed for face-to-face support and services were 

provided remotely.  During this time, it was a challenge to ensure contact with 
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remained consistent both with the centre and with the women identified for 

interviews to ensure the research to remained live and active. 

 

This section has outlined the first steps in my process of accessing women to 

participate in this study. It highlighted how it proved to be challenging to gain access 

to organisations, but even once this was overcome there were significant challenges 

in being able to identify and speak to individual women who were willing to participate 

in this research during COVID-19 pandemic.  

 

Epistemology: 

3.3. Epistemology  

This research combines the gendered abuse of women within a specific community 

and the intersectionality of how the Bangladeshi women are heard or not heard in 

talking about domestic violence is researched.  The exploration of my theoretical 

framework and the preposition of developing this in working with Bangladeshi women 

and community has informed how I approached my research.  The researcher’s 

epistemological position and approach could have impact of culture, gender and the 

context and our perspective of wanting to know and seen as the truth of people lived 

reality.  This challenges our own social reality and how we as researchers make 

practical decisions about our approach to epistemology. 

  

The best epistemological approach depends on what the researcher is trying to find 

out, and the values that underpins this research – both in terms of their world view and 

what they consider valid knowledge.  The reality of gaining knowledge and reality of 

how this knowledge is acquired is the foundation of the epistemological and 
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methodological approach you take for your research. Defining that requires better 

understanding of how this is obtained.  

 
 Brinkmann and Kvale (2015) state,  

“Epistemology is the philosophy of knowledge and involves long-standing debates 
about what knowledge is and how it is obtained”.  (Brinkmann and Kvale 2015, p.55).  
 
Within social research, ontology refers to the way we think about the world.  In turn, 

this will inform what kind of information is valued and how we approach the collection 

of this information.  Of course, I consider the influence of socio-economical and socio-

cultural factors and the societal norms prescribed for women, in all communities. I than 

limit this to my research participants, the Bangladeshi women in this study. Gaining 

knowledge and drawing this knowledge to research can fundamentally guide me to 

the theoretical and epistemological approach I take. 

In designing a piece of research, it is therefore important to address consciously the 

question of ontology and, following from this, the epistemological framework within 

which the research is taking place (Denzin et al, 2000). 

 

In order to have my own epistemological position, it is important for me to verify my 

own beliefs and have a clear position of conducting my research, i.e., have research 

approach and the research techniques agreed.  My study approach investigated the 

reality of people’s experiences of exposure to domestic violence and abuse and in my 

view, this can only have been completed by understanding and analysing people’s 

lived experiences. I wanted to foster a deeper understanding of their stories, their 

narrative and subjective perspectives of abuse they experienced.  To this extent a 

narrative approach seemed acceptable and appropriate, using flexible thematic 

analysis and in line with a constructivist approach (Charmaz, 2016, p.2).  According to 
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Bruce, et all (2016) “Narrative study reinforced the emergent, nonlinear, and often 

messy nature of qualitative inquiry” (Bruce, et al, 2016, p.1). This is an approach that 

allows in exploring how individuals narrates their experience of realities through their 

own words.  A narrative process supports how individual researchers to structure and 

arrange their data from the narratives of individual stories and how they make sense 

of their own world and experiences.  This approach, is supported by the feminist theory 

- giving voices to women who may otherwise be silent or share their views about their 

lived reality.      

Epistemologically, this approach views individuals’ experiences as valid ways of 

knowing about the world and social phenomena. While there will be similarities in 

women’s experiences, the expectation is that the data will be characterised by 

difference and complexity. Small samples of participants, and depth of analysis, are 

therefore important to the methodology that follows from this ontological and 

epistemological approach. In the same way when interviewing professionals, the 

intention was to explore their experiences, rather than to evaluate service responses. 

 

A narrative approach enabled me to explore, generate and analyse the events the 

women described as a whole stories - and allowed me to consider themes my data 

identified through listening to audios, reading transcription of interviews and formed 

the basis of a systemic framework for me to analysis and interpret the data collected.    

I began by arranging my data, coding and sub-coding, interpreting, and exploring 

qualitative data, drawing themes that had been emerging from the interview data.  I 

explored the inductive and deductive process as a tool to identify and analyse patterns 

that were emerging, which I discuss more in my approaches to analysis later in this 

chapter.  
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As the initial coding began, two key categories started to emerge from the data.  Firstly, 

and as anticipated, the interviews illuminated the women’s lived experiences of 

domestic violence and abuse.  Secondly, and more surprisingly were new and 

unexpected themes.  The narrative approach to the data allowed me to listen for and 

identify issues that were both familiar and unfamiliar and medicated through the 

process of gathering data in both English and Bangla – providing a significant 

opportinity for me as a bilingual researcher. The significant aspect of my approach 

was ensuring I did not lose sight of difference of experiences and variation of 

differences that emerged from the different language interviews, as this is a challenge 

that I needed to overcome as a researcher.   I continued reflect and analyse on 

individual summaries of interviews and cross checking them to give me an outline to 

create themes which I was able to compare with each interview, in seeking to answer 

my research aims and question.  

 

3.3a. A qualitative and thematic analysis approach 

What has been essential for me is for the importance of seeking themes that hold 

subjective meaning for the participants, their lived experiences and their social reality 

of how they lived with domestic violence.  I adopted this through a constructivist 

approach to analysis which allowed me to adopt inductive, comparative and open-

minded approach to the data collection and data analysis.  Charmaz (2014) talks about 

how a constructivist paradigm provides a more nuanced and reflexive practice in which 

theorising is in keeping with an interpretive tradition (Charmaz, 2014, p, 13).  This is 

applicable to the framework I employ within my research.  Charmaz talks about data 

categories emerging from our interpretation of data, rather than simply appearing, as 
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scientific analysis that is more alien with the approach I have taken.  The research 

data and objective reality are not direct reflections. Instead I understand data to reflect  

the way subjective stories are understood and told by the participants to me as the 

researcher and then interpreted by me through my own lens and perspective.  

 

Qualitative content and thematic approach in research provide a means of developing 

a rich data and understanding of domestic violence as sensitive subject to the broader 

cultural and social context, through narrative and how I undertook the analysis of my 

data.   The techniques used contextualising the stories the women shared that I was 

able to unpick and extend in understanding the data that at times was problematic and 

unclear.  In doing this I explored the work by Vaismoradi et al, (2016) where they talk 

about the “analytical overview of qualitative descriptive research products and the 

meaning of theme” (Vaismoradi, et al, 2016, p.100) and explore the five stages of 

model of themes of qualitative content and thematic analysis they highlighted. 

 

For example, they talk about the “(i) analytical importance of theme, (ii) meaning of 

theme, (iii) meaning of category, (iv) theme and category in terms of level of content, 

and (v) theme development” (Vaismoradi, et al 2016, p.100), where they say it 

provides a conceptual framework for developing themes and methods in assisting the 

nurse researcher in understanding how themes can be better developed.  This 

provides a concept in narrative thematic approach in using techniques in 

understanding textual data and the social reality of people’s stories in descriptive 

research methods.  While qualitative approach feature description and interpretation 

of data and people’s stories, “some researchers believe that the application of 

qualitative content analysis and thematic analysis is suitable for those who want to 
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employ a lower level of inference interpretation, rather than a more abstract 

interpretation” (Vaismoradi, et al, 2016, p.101).  According to Vaismoradi, et al, (2016) 

there are similarities between the qualitative content analysis and thematic analysis 

that is.  Both of these approaches uses cutting across data, explores the description 

and interpretation of data and considers that context in finding themes is important to 

explore.  

 

A constructivist approach seeks views and voices of the participants, stresses the 

research reality, and includes what the researcher and participants bring to the 

interaction. This approach emphasises the value of knowledge based on individual 

participants and their own reflection of their experiences and understanding of the 

world they lived in.  Establishing one’s own methodological position, it requires a 

rigorous intellectual approach, including transparency about the way in which data 

gathering techniques and methods of analysis have been selected.    

 

 The inquiry in to living and knowing human being experiences is essential to the 

epistemological position that I have undertaken.  Its relationship to constructivism in 

hearing individuals’ experiences and voices meant that I adopted this as a tool and 

remained open minded to focus on the reality of the research participants, the women, 

their involvement, and their own story.  This allowed the best way of gaining knowledge 

about social reality and human behaviour, women’s experiences in the real world and 

how they made sense of their reality. It also provided me with insight in how women 

can diminish their ability to seek help, including both formal and informal support. This 

is significant on exploring the hierarchical imbalance of male dominance women 

experience in the families and society.  It is important to adopt a method that reduces 
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power imbalances – placing value on women’s experiences and encouraging 

participants to share their story on their own terms, reflecting and put their experiences 

in the social, religious, and cultural context. The constructivist approach rejects notions 

of a neutral observer and a value-free expert (Charmaz, 2014) and this corresponds 

with my positioning in the research, (see Chapter1 and section 3:6 below) 

 

In understanding my position as a researcher, it was therefore important to address 

my own biases and knowledge of the community where the research was being 

conducted and to be open minded and seek to establish the “reality” (or uncovering 

the unknown) of domestic violence and abuse in the Bangladeshi community. This 

assisted in addressing my own biases on social, cultural, class, regional language 

variations and traditional norms and domestic violence and abuse as I have already 

mentioned.  As the researcher and someone of the same background as my research 

participants, an open-minded approach was essential, not to generalise my knowledge 

of the community I grew up in.  

 

The research process brings surprises, sparks ideas, and sharpens the analytical 

skills of the researcher (Charmaz 2014)– and in my case it challenged the prior 

knowledge about the community I held.   It challenged ideas about the relational ties 

between individuals and the community.  This study considered the reality of the lived 

experiences of its participants and revealed their understanding of feelings and 

experiences.   It explored the impact on people’s lives and how they regulate everyday 

living and continue to care for their children where domestic violence and abuse is 

present.  It showed the multifaceted and multi-identities Bangladeshi, Muslim women 

are navigating in the community without the acknowledgement they deserve.  
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3.3b.  Adopting an intersectional approach 

Amongst the studies explored for this research are some where different methods 

were explored in seeking the voices of Asian women and hearing children’s voices 

within the context of domestic violence and abuse (Callaghan et al, 2015).  Gill (2004) 

found that sample recruitment posed a particular challenge when interviewing Asian 

women, she applied a qualitative narrative approach where she focused on four 

themes, cultural socialisation, support, power, and gender.  In considering her 

methodology she outlined in her research that Asian woman cited shame as central to 

their leaving or staying within an abusive relationship.  Her in-depth-interview study 

found that the women often blamed themselves for the violence occurring and carried 

the burden of silence in fear of social isolation, (Gill, 2004, p.467) 

 

Gill (2004) concludes that through her methods she experienced that Asian women’s 

experiences differed considerably from those of other social groups. Bhandari (2017) 

argued that, the concept of intersectionality takes into account the entirety of an 

individual’s multiple identites as a women of colour and intersections need to be seen 

in their historical and social context for women;  I identifed similarities in the 

Bangladeshi community.  The intersection can also create both oppression and 

opportunities (Bhandria, 2017, p.2). 

 

Bhandria, (2017) argues that the hierarchies of power cut across categories and a 

person can face advantages and disadvantages as  a women of colour. For example, 

a woman joining their husbands in the UK from Bangladesh may differ from a women 

who was born in the UK, a resident, who is able to speak fluent English. However, at 

the same time both may expereince the same prejudice and discrimination based on 
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their race, culture and relgious perspective in the wider society.  Their experience may 

differ, but they face the same domestic violence and abuse at the hands of their 

abusers.  They may face the same cultural dilemmas and challenges arounddisclosing 

abuse and have the same conflicting cultural practices. 

 

In doing my research, while not applying Gill’s approach in totality, there are 

similarities, and I acknowledge that the women I interviewed do not reflect all 

Bangladeshi women who may be subject to domestic violence and abuse, and they 

may not disclose the extent of their experiences.  Their experiences and narration add 

to the limited research, where minority/Bangladeshi women are often absent.  

 

This study opens a wider debate as there is a continued lack of agreement about the 

basic features of domestic violence and abuse and this is makes it very difficult to 

identify domestic violence (Dobash & Dobsah 1992), as women themselves often do 

not identify or accept what is happening to them as abuse.   The concept of culture 

and acceptance of this happening in marriage is easily considered as the norm, often 

validated by other females in the women’s social network.  

 

Disclosing abuse within a household and in the community has ramifications of political 

alienation, racial discrimination and stereotyping of an already marginalised group i.e., 

that women preferred to remain silent and not get involved in research and avoid what 

they see as culturally unresponsive authority, i.e., police and social care.  When the 

process of interviews stated I was surprised to find that the women I spoke to wanted 

to share their experiences, although at times this was painful and emotionally difficult 

process for them (Gill, 2004).  They clearly want to share their experiences and to 
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have their voices heard but are fearful of the repercussions from family and 

community. These repercussions went beyond the women and children and have 

implications for the wider family network. 

 

3.4.  Research approach 

 My interest for this study developed from my long-term work and involvement 

with women experiencing domestic violence and abuse.  Seeing women missing 

from the central statistical perimeter and domestic violence services made me 

question why the Bangladeshi women are underrepresented in services for those 

experiencing domestic violence.  Who is listening to them or not listening in this 

case to the women’s stories and their lived experiences from their perspectives?  

I wanted to understand their subjective reality, their understanding of what abuse 

meant to them and whether they can express their experiences of domestic 

violence. 

 

I wanted to explore this directly with the women from the community. And 

therefore, I felt that a qualitative approach was better suited to my study.  

 My focus was to investigate the lived experiences, language and meaning of the 

data I collected through the interviews conducted with Bangladeshi women.  This 

meant that a qualitative individual narrative approach became the main source 

of data collection for the study.    

 

A narrative approach to research collects stories about people’s lives and give a 

narrative which researchers can use as a methodological approach to examine 

people’s experiences from their perspectives (Barkhuizen & Consoli, 2021). There 
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are many discussions about narrative approach to research, and it’s use, for e.g., 

Riessman, (2008) talks about how narrative approach can be used and fits into 

theoretical frameworks for studies, while Swain et al (2015) highlight its validity 

in using narrative research.  There are many variations of the advantages and 

disadvantages of using narrative approaches to research.  However, I needed to 

consider how narrative approaches can be used to ensure it reflects the lived 

experiences of the women I interviewed, the meaning women give to their 

experiences and how they tell their stories, while also considering how the 

analysis of the data collection from their interviews can give meaning and how 

can be analysed.  

 

With the narrative approach, my research aims determined the methodological 

approach I employed and conducted my research which has been central to 

understanding the approach I have used in my research.  This required 

methodology that acknowledges and draws out the voice and expertise of the 

participants and allows them to talk about deep personal and individual life 

experiences and events.  

 

As qualitative research follows the process characteristic of inductive, theory-

generating research rather than deductive methods, it allowed close interaction and 

attention to detail.   The inductive approach may be used to develop theory or an 

understanding of semi structured interviews or focus groups which I have completed.    

Within this approach, results reveal patterns and themes that neither I as a researcher 

nor research participants were aware of, which was generated through the narrative 

stories and information they shared with me.   
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It was evident that the interviews were recognised as a reflective space in which 

knowledge was both shared through their narration of events and their perspective, 

but also generated through the process of reflection that the interview gave rise to 

where women were able to accept the abuse and the under reporting of abuse by 

them. Barriers to seeking help has been significant implication on how women see this 

as a shameful action to them and to their families.  

It was evident that women felt able to share and highlight their viewpoint as they form 

a connection with me which assisted the women to share their stories, where they may 

have been a relational nature of interview was provided.  This impacted on how the 

women were able to then question their own perspectives and understanding of impact 

of abuse, both on them and their children and talk to me about this openly. For 

example, mothers did not feel that their children could be victims of domestic violence 

and abuse when they are not present in the house, overlooking that domestic violence 

impacts on children occurred when they see and hear the aftermath of the incident on 

their mothers. Mother’s initial narrative suggested that they thought that it has no 

impact on children when they were not present, yet through talking they realised it did 

have an impact on them through their emotional unavailability and children seeing the 

aftermath of abuse on their mothers. 

3.5. Researchers’ positionality: Insider or outsider? 

To address my own positionality with the women and within the community and where 

I placed myself as a researcher from the same community had been a challenge for 

me.  I knew that the issues of positionality had significance and were very relevant to 

the access, recruitment and interviewing of women and this might present limitations 

for me.  These challenges were in many layers and how women themselves seen me 



96  

as a researcher.  From the onset of my research, I assumed that given the fact I am 

from the same community, I will occupy my position of an insider researcher, and 

unconsciously I may have wanted to occupy this position as well, a sense of belonging 

for me and connection with the women.  In my view this would have supported me in 

gaining trust from women I was seeking to interview.  It would have given me a better 

position of knowing the sensitivities of the subject I was speaking about, and women 

would be more willing to speak.  Later in my research I realized that my positionality 

is more complex than I had anticipated and there was no clear insider or outsider 

position I held. I discuss this further below.  

 

I was conscious of the professionals I was interviewing who share the same cultural 

and professionals background as mine.  The challenges for me had been to ensure 

that my professionals views were not imposed on practitioner being interviewed.  

Another aspect I was mindful of was to ensure I am able to continue to ensure that my 

focus group did not lose sight of my research questions, as the professionals all had 

strong views of how they saw domestic violence within the Bangladeshi community. 

Their views of what is appreciate support and whether the Bangladeshi women were 

accessing this within their organization was a significant factor in how they shared 

information within the focus group.  The intention of interviewing the professionals was 

to seek what they see as the barriers to services for the Bangladeshi women, and what 

challenges they experience in involving women in access support within their practice. 

This also challenged me in finding a position of where I placed myself, and 

understanding the professionals dilemmas had been difficult for me as a researcher.  

 

Therefore, my determination was to see whether I aliened myself as an insider or an 
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outsider researcher. And explore the advantages and disadvantages of the position of 

an insider/outsider researcher. I realized that “Positionality is determined by where 

one stands in relation to other: this can shift throughout the process of conducting 

research” (Greene, 2014, p.2014).  My position was that of someone from the same 

community.   Understanding the dilemmas presented challenges that I had to 

overcome in accessing and interviewing women from the same community as my own. 

 

3.5a. The insider/outsider conflict 

According to Fletcher (2019) researchers conducting studies in community settings 

have explored the advantages and disadvantages of “insiders” research.  The term 

“insider” relates to the researcher who shares the unique values, perspective, 

behaviours, life experience and knowledge of the members of the community they 

research and by contrast, an “outsider” does not have these elements in common with 

the research participants” (Fletcher, 2019 p.78). 

 

Sharing the culture, religion, and linguistic heritage of research participants may be 

very helpful to the researcher in entering the research field (Fletcher, 2019; Ganga & 

Scott, 2006).  Ganga & Scott (2006) described this as something, 

“That creates a social dynamic where the researcher and their participants have a 
shared cultural knowledge, which they believe effectively means that as insiders they 
are better able to recognise both the ties and binds” (Ganga & Scott 2006, p.2).  
 
This is due to the level of inherent advantages that an insider researcher has and the 

familiarities they share with the participants, a sense of belonging, participating in a 

similar spirit and subculture which an outsider researcher may not have in common. 
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Discussing the benefits of research familiarity with a community Saidin &Yaacob 

(2016) described how the researcher will have more understanding about the research 

and the phenomena being studied and will be free from the effects of “cultural shock”.  

To a degree this was supported in my research with the Bangladeshi women. I could 

identify, but also needed to be aware of the social proximity and whether there were 

advantages this may present to me as a researcher (Ganga & Scott, 2006).  An 

outsider researcher may undertake research activities that may be culturally 

appropriate, and that they may not understand the (cultural) issues in research with 

the result that the findings may be invalid (Saidin & Yaacob, 2016: p. 850; Britton, 

2019).   

 

Engaging with research participants from same community background as me  

presented significant methodological issues.  These issues were alongside other 

aspects of my own identity and the conflict of where and how I would been seen by 

the people I am was seeking to interview.  I was aware that sharing familiarity with the 

Bangladeshi community may not be enough in itself to engage participants in this 

research.  I found that being a Bangladeshi woman and a researcher could deter 

women from speaking to me initially for fear that their private concerns may become 

public, and having their confidentiality broken and spoken about.  Their fears were that 

everything they shared with me may be discussed with others in the community, a 

practice they felt is common within the Bangladeshi community.   

  

In my identity as an academic researcher, I might be seen as having a somewhat 

privileged background, compared to other Bangladeshi women in the community.   

They have seen that I am able to talk about sensitive issues such as domestic violence 
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and abuse, child sexual abuse, child sexual exploitation and child protection openly 

and publicly and this would have been yet another limitation on them willing or wanting 

to be interviewed.  This meant women did not want to be seen to be talking to someone 

like me for fear of being recognised as talking about domestic violence and abuse.   

This dilemma led me to reflect on and evaluate my position as a researcher and 

consider where I belong within the research process, i.e. I am an insider, by virtue of 

being from the same community or an outsider, despite being of the same community, 

as professional and an academic.  An insider researcher position I wanted to occupy 

at the beginning of my research and saw that as an advantage.  However, as a 

researcher finding my position within this research was important to be able to address 

the sensitive nature of domestic violence and abuse in the community. 

 

Within the professional’s participant I continued this struggle as they are my working 

network and may have considered me as an insider.  This is because of the conflict of 

having similar work experiences within children’s safeguarding, and that I should be 

aware of the systems and approaches to working with Bangladeshi women.  There 

had been aspect of this presented challenges for me, i.e., working within a specialist 

team remit and the knowledge of working with women the professionals felt I should 

already know about.  However, I was exploring this as a researcher and not a 

practitioner, and looking at the professional’s perspective of how women are 

supported or not in accessing services. This conflicted with whether I was an insider 

within the professional remit, or an outsider as a researcher.  

 

There are grounds for considering both insider and outsider perspective in my 

research.  Insider researchers have a passion for the topic they are working on and 
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often will commit themselves to the research despite considerable challenges and 

obstacles.    I support, Saidin and Yaacob’s (2016) belief that the advantages of being 

an insider researcher are a) to better understand the issues b) less disruption of the 

flow of social interaction and c) better access to accurate data from participants.  

 

Saidin and Yaacob (2016) emphasise that both insider and outsider researchers must 

adhere to an ethical approach, possess cultural sensitivity, and respect their 

participants.   Being considered as an insider does not necessarily create an additional 

level of openness and trust and it presented other barriers just as it could present 

difficulties to an outsider researcher.  This was evident in my research where women 

spoke about not being able to speak to me about their experiences of domestic 

violence and abuse as they saw me as a Bangladeshi woman.  They saw me possibly 

who despite being “one of them” would not understand their lived experience of 

violence.   Therefore, they may see me as an outsider, even if I wanted to be and 

thought that I was an insider researcher.  

 

Another conflict that I had to overcome is that women may not wish to speak to me 

about their experiences as they may not see me as a “traditional Bangladeshi woman” 

who would understand their dilemmas or experiences but saw me as removed from 

their lifestyles and their lived experiences.  This is challenging for me as I may have 

considered myself as an insider, however, this was not always seen to be the case by 

the women I interviewed. I noted the importance of an intersectional lens that 

recognised other unspoken aspects of identity the women’s saw that I came with, like 

the influences of class, social status and professional positions.  

This was noticeable when I spoke to Hannah (participant) who stated, 
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“Affa (sister, a cultural term) you should know, in our culture, if your parents are not 
keen and it (marriage) goes ahead people always say things never works for you, you 
don’t have their true blessings and people (in-laws) have one up on you, cuz they feel 
they can do whatever to you, cuz they think your family don’t care about you anymore. 
I am not sure if you will understand that cuz you might not have had that in your family! 
You know this only happens in like traditional Bangali families like ours.” (Hannah).  
 

Hannah went on to explain her understanding of “traditional” is someone who is set in 

their ways and doesn’t want to change, and in her view, I did not fit the image she had 

of someone who is traditional and Bangali.   Thus, my identity as a Bangladeshi 

women and Bangla (Sylheti) speaker, wearing a jilbab (long Islamic dress) and my 

hajib (head scarf) may not have been enough for me to simply be considered being 

an “insider” researcher by Hannah and others as well as the community I truly feel I 

belong to.   

 

In this context other aspects of my identity (i.e., a child protection professional, an 

academic researcher) may be equally significant aspects which affected how the 

research participants responded to me.  Recognising and reflecting on this was an 

important aspect of this research for me to overcome.   Acknowledging the hierarchies 

of power and the embedded issues of class and status within the Bangladeshi 

community was essential and required me to examine what it means to be an “insider” 

researcher who is from the UK and is a British Bangladeshi.   These dilemmas meant 

my position could not be absolutely static but was interdependent and 

interchangeable, and placed me as someone considered as what Fletcher (2019) 

called the “in-betweener” in relation to the research participants. But I also noted that 

some aspect of my identity was significant in brought a sense of togetherness with the 

differences where women may have been felt a connection as well even with the 

nuanced between an insider or and outsider researcher was present.  
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Breen (2007) highlighted that as an involved “in the middle” researcher, she felt she 

was unbiased and objective and not an outsider researcher (Breen, 2007, p.169).   

Brann-Barrett (2014) cited in Fletcher (2019) also felt the “in-between” space allows 

researcher to position themselves in the community they research both as an insider 

and outsider” (Fletcher, 2019, p. 78).  I struggled with this dilemma in positioning 

myself within this research. 

 

Being educated at a postgraduate level and being able to work may have distinguished 

me from what many in the community may consider a “model Bangladeshi woman” or 

someone who can fully understand the issues women face in the community.  This 

may have resulted in participants feeling less able to speak openly to me or discuss 

their experiences at the grassroots level.  It was evident in the interviews I conducted 

that Bangladeshi woman tend to demonstrate caution and restrain in speaking to 

people outside the family about “family matters”, in view of the issues of “Izzat” 

(honour) of the family and their own reputation, what they call their “self-honour”.   

 

This is because women are socialised from an early age not only to behave 

submissively but also to protect the family honour and are often conditioned in this 

norm.  Therefore, as a researcher, it was important to consider how the concept of 

intersectionality considers the entirety of an individual’s situation, their background, 

and the multiple identities that a woman of colour has (Bhandari, 2017: p2).  I had to 

be careful not to alienate the roles women play in the families, the burden of 

responsibilities they carry in keeping the silence and family honour. 
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The dilemmas faced by an insider researcher include barriers to getting information 

about the issues being researched, without disrespecting or undermining a particular 

social or cultural group.   And of course, the potential political alienation it could bring 

to an already marginalised community needs to be at the forefront of the research, 

while reflecting the reality of the challenges women face.  In this research, as a 

researcher brought up in the UK, I questioned whether I may not understand the 

“complete” cultural viewpoint of women who are new to the UK and brought up in 

Bangladesh, i.e., I may be “too English minded”, and not “traditional” enough to 

understand their experiences.   This was a misconception on my part as women who 

have migrated from Bangladesh to the UK are much more in line with the western 

culture than may be anticipated or the older generation may have been.   They are not 

much different than women born and living within the UK, particularly the younger 

generation of women.  This clearly challenges the stereotypical views of Bangladeshi 

women held within the western countries.  There are nuances and other differences, 

i.e., of the economical positions of the women interviewed, but the experiences of 

domestic violence and abuse presented the same dilemmas for them all.   

 
As a researcher I have had concerns that my potential biases and assumptions may 

creep in (Greene, 2014).   For example, having preconceived notions about women 

and the environment they grew up in may lead to the view that only women who grow 

up in other countries suffer from domestic violence and abuse and will not challenge 

this, which is evidenced to be inaccurate in my study.  The women I interviewed who 

were born and grew up in Bangladesh were able to challenge the violence they 

experienced in the same way as a women born and brought up in the UK.   There are 

common challenges they all faced when talking about domestic violence and abuse in 

the home, the cultural and social structural challenges they experienced. 
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While popular belief is that an insider researcher would be able to gain more 

advantage and get access to participants more easily, this research evidenced that 

this is not always the case.  

 

As an insider researcher I may have had the advantage of a better understanding of 

the topic as I shared common values and culture, but this is counterbalanced by the 

participants’ fear of the “community knowing” the truth about their issues discussed 

with me.   I wanted to be an insider researcher but felt that I needed to make peace 

with myself that it is ok to be an insider or an outsider, and that it is possible to be 

interchangeable and explore both.   While I may dress, speak, and identify with the 

participants on many levels, having to let go or give up a position is not easy and has 

an emotional effect and was an important aspect for me.  I also identified that the 

journey the women took to participate in this research allowed them and me to be in a 

shared space and we faced different challenges in getting to this space of speaking 

about domestic violence and abuse and its impact on them and their children. 

 

3.5b. Insider/outsider status and access. 

The credibility of an insider researcher is often questioned by participants and while 

continued was reassurance given this remained a challenge.   While confidentiality 

was a paramount consideration throughout this research, it was particularly relevant 

as an insider researcher, almost having to prove my credibility over and above.   It was 

important to establish respect and avoid a power struggle with my participants.   

Establishing credibility required investment of sufficient time, building trust, being 

persistent in being physically available, and therefore having a process of engagement 
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with participants on a continued basis and considering this as a two-way process with 

the women.  Pre-COVID-19 I offered a physical presence, sharing leaflets and 

discussing the aim of my research with women/mothers within my host centre on a 

continuous basis.  The pandemic further challenged this aspect of the research where 

maintaining remote contact meant having to be risk assessed again and not lose sight 

of women who were brave in wanting to participate and the challenges they have 

overcome and made a decision to talk about their experiences. 

 

Addressing issues of domestic violence and abuse required being honest about what 

this research is aiming to achieve and being visible in the women’s centre to be able 

to speak to women about their lived experiences.   Speaking to women in their own 

language meant that I was able ensure that their worries and anxieties were addressed 

through direct discussions, rephrasing, and reconfirming what they said and what they 

meant.  This was a way of accounting for the regional variation of language and 

dialects they used.  Instrumental to this is the connection I made with the centre 

manager (the gatekeeper), with whom I already had a professional link.   Developing 

a detailed understanding of internal and external support within the women’s centre 

(e.g., a resource for empowering women within a cultural context, helping and guiding 

them to relevant services) is a positive platform to support this research.   In my 

relationship with the manager, I addressed my biases and position as a researcher 

and those of the centre manager, e.g., is there an over identification that there is only 

a certain category of women who suffer from domestic violence and abuse?    And the 

use of the centre for support and are issues of class apparent with women using the 

centre, which appeared important to my participants later in the interviews.   It was 

clear is that there are no specific categories of women who experience domestic 
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violence and abuse, and this was a confirmed by the women who participated in the 

study, who were from a of mix of social, and economic background (as identified by 

themselves).  

 

Recognising that potential biases can often result in disadvantages for women 

emphasised the need for me as the researcher and the centre manager to have similar 

goals for the community, creating opportunities to support women victims of domestic 

violence and abuse.  Being a Muslim and a British Bangladeshi woman was an 

advantage in having access to women in the community and addressing the sensitive 

subject of domestic violence and abuse.  I have found that was a mutual respect and 

a willingness to “give it ago” came from the women I finally interviewed for this 

research. 

 

I was aware that, for an insider researcher to be successful, what the participants think 

about the research heavily influences the information they shared with me (Saidin & 

Yaacob, 2016).   This meant that as the researcher I was the important factor in 

deciding how much information may be obtained from the research participants, based 

on trust, respect, a genuine intention to hear their voices and accepting that abuse 

happens in the community.   The concept of intersectionality offered another helpful 

approach as it identifies those issues of domestic violence and abuse, culture and/or 

religious practice are not “mutually exclusive, but are interrelated” (Bhandari, 2017) 

and acknowledges women’s different roles, within family and community, are 

important.    Bangladeshi women have a culture of shame and silence that prevent 

them discussing their family lives with outsiders and they need sustained reassurance 
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before disclosing to community-based agencies or someone like me, a researcher 

(Gill, 2004). 

 

Finally, it is important to note that the challenges of being a researcher does not solely 

depend on whether you are an insider or an outsider.   An insider researcher carries 

their own prejudices, values, belief, and knowledge, even with participants from the 

same community and culture.  Therefore, having a considered position was essential 

from the onset of the research process.  Positions are relative to the cultural values 

and norms for both me and my participants as already discussed.  

 

Despite having both insider outsider positionality, I wanted to work within an insider 

framework, however, it is not always possible to have just one position.    The fluidity 

of the insider/outsider position is reflective and adjusts to support the understanding 

of both positions.  This presented a unique opportunity to reflect on my positionality 

and how it affected the type of data I was able to collect.  As an insider researcher 

there was also an interaction between my experience talking to participants, the data 

collected and the process of analysis.  In turn, this caused me to reflect on my own 

identity (Greene, 2014, p.11).     

 

Recruitment and access:  

3.6. Negotiating access                 

With the knowledge, and the research gaps for the Bangladeshi community, I 

was apprehensive about whether organisations would be willing to support a 

research project in a subject area that is so taboo within the Bangladeshi 

community.  I contacted organisations that support Bangladeshi women 
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experiencing domestic violence and abuse, with the intention of obtaining their 

support in recruitment of potential research participants.   

 

Earlier in my research I realised that access and recruitment of participants will 

be challenging for this research. In addressing my research questions, a 

substantiative amount of this research process and timeline was negotiating 

access to participants. The significance of this was connected to my research 

question itself.  This process shed light on the issues I was exploring and 

reflected the barriers of domestic abuse within the community being recognised 

and responded to. 

 

I initially identified a domestic violence and abuse specialist organisation in London 

and began communicating and meeting with the head of the organisation.  This 

involved sharing my research plan, potential questions for participants, the level of 

practical support I may need from the organisations, i.e., having access to their venue 

for interviewing participants and having a named person for women to contact in the 

centre where needed.  

 

Between 2017 and 2018 I continued my communication with the organisation on a 

regular basis.  I agreed to share my learnings and recommendations with them.  From 

my perspective, such negotiations were complex and demanding, and reflecting from 

Lee, (1993) study into doing research on sensitive topic and the investment of time 

from me as a researcher was intense.  However, it was essential to take whatever 

time was needed to until dilemmas were agreed and resolved to avoid having access 

revoked.  Agreeing clear expectations was a critical part of this process.  However, 
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having invested a year of research time, the organisation withdrew their participation 

from the project and were unable to support the research in any way.  

  

The organisation explained a number of reasons for this withdrawal.  This included the 

lack of staff and time, resources, and the potential for their participation in the research 

to cause disruption to both individuals and organisation. The organisation was of the 

view that the subject was too sensitive for the Bangladeshi community they served to 

be discussing publicly and they shared fears that women using their services might 

not trust them if they were seen to be sharing the women’s stories with an “outsider”.  

It is important to stress that this did not necessarily reflect the views of the potential 

interviewees themselves, as I was never able to get to a point of speaking to them.  

 

The organisation also had a very real fear that if they continued their support for my 

research publicly and were named as the host organisation for this research project, 

they would face political issues.  Such fear appears to be aligned to a climate in which 

Muslim and minority organisations are particularly sensitive to engaging in projects 

which might further stigmatise communities who use their services and in which 

discussing sensitive matters openly with these communities brings significant risks. 

for some organisations to openly discuss sensitive matters.  Therefore, withdrawing 

its participation from this research project was considered in their own or service users’ 

best interest.  

 

The learning from this process demonstrates the challenges facing organisations 

working within this space. It was evident although this was a well-established 

organisation, it still had to evaluate the organisational position and move into treading 
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carefully for fear of the community facing further critique and being marginalised if they 

are seen to be addressing a sensitive subject like domestic violence and abuse openly. 

 

This confirmed my assumptions about the already marginalised community and their 

fear of local and political alienation.  It provides examples of decisions taken by 

organisations and community members to protect themselves and illuminated how 

they view their relationship between their own survival and support in mainstream 

society.  As this example demonstrates, at times this requires organisations not to 

participate in research which risks identifying issues that could be seen to place the 

community in a negative cultural and religious light.   This suggests that at times it is 

easier to for the organisation to state that women do not want to speak about subjects 

like domestic violence and abuse rather than have these discussions with women 

directly, in seeking and having a public discussion. 

 

Following this experience, I continued to search for local, national organisations, 

through which I could engage research participants, including organisations outside of 

England, but within the United Kingdom. Table 3 below shows the number of 

organisations I contacted, and a brief overview of the organisations and their own 

challenges and decisions why they could not support the research. 

 

Table 3: The complexity and balance of needs of organisation in supporting/not supporting research in 

the community. 
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3.7. Gaining access to women  

Carrying out research into domestic violence and abuse is sensitive, particularly when 

it seeks to involve those who have directly experienced violence and abuse (Lee, 

1993; Gill, 2009; also see Katz, 2022).  This kind of research involves an intrusion into 

the private sphere and delves deeply into people’s personal experiences (Lee, 1993) 

and the issue is by nature difficult to address and considered sensitive by the women 

themselves.   Researchers are seeking to address subjects that are sensitive to those 

that is being studied and they may not wish to discuss them or be involved in the 

research at all.  This context means that from the outset I recognised that finding 

women in the Bangladeshi community who were willing to take part was likely to be 

challenging. 

Number of Organisations Contacted

I contacted 16 organisations  that 
support or provide a service to 
Bangladeshi and South Asian women 
experiencing domestic violence, 
seeking research assistance. Medium 
of contact ranged from direct calls, 
emails and face-to-face meeting

Organisational Overview
• 7 organisations specifically 

provide support to Bangladeshi 
women (different London 
Boroughs)

• 4 national organisations provide 
services to South Asian Women 
and campaigns for women’s rights

• 5 organisations that provides 
community services to women of 
South Asian decent and  Muslim 
women.

Challenges of participation cited

Women may mistrust organisation  if 
external people are talking to them about 
their stories, concerns other people 
knowing their business.

Racial and cultural alienation, with 
what/how they will be seen in the 
mainstream community. Worried about 
being stereotyped which could be harmful 
for their organisation.

Adamant that they may been seen as 
religious/radical and a community with 
problems

Too stooped in tradition and culture/not 
progressive enough as a community

Too much resource involvement, time, and 
use of personnel, could not commit to the 
support

Restriction in contacting women due to 
COVID19 may present more risk in talking 
to women through their organisation.
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3.8. Accessing Bangladeshi women 

As noted above access to Bangladeshi women (and the organisations which supports 

them) had been a key difficulty for my study.  This reflected similar difficulties 

experienced and cited by other researchers working on domestic violence and abuse 

with South Asian communities (Gill, 2009).  The difficulties I experienced in accessing 

women has limited the potential learning from this research.   

 

Following identification of a ‘host’ organisation I than took several steps to seek to 

recruit women and provide verbal information to them directly.  I had developed 

information documents and sat in the Maryam Centre on days identified as suitable by 

the Centre.  There was an added challenge for this research as the Maryam Centre is 

based within a large Masjid (Mosque), where funeral services are held after daily 

midday prayers which created an emotional environment which made difficult for the 

women inquiring about the project.   Also, for me as a researcher and a Muslim woman, 

it was an emotional time being present in the Masjid at a time of mourning for many 

people, often people who had been known to me in the community.  There was a need 

for consideration and respect, and it would not have felt appropriate to be talking about 

abuse in families.   Therefore, we arranged for me to be present at times when funeral 

prayers were not being held within the Masjid. 

 

Given the difficult, protected and delayed process of recruiting participants, managing 

to engage any women and progress to direct interviews with women was a significant 

accomplishment.  To achieve this, I wrote a letter of introduction which was provided 

to the Maryam Centre manager to discuss with any women she felt may be willing to 
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participate.  This gave them information to them about who I was, and what the 

research was about.  Only when the women agreed and had given their contact details 

would I make my initial contact on the phone and arrange to meet them in person in 

the Centre, at a time, and date convenient for them.    Even having had the women’s 

phone numbers of the women was not a guarantee that they would take part in the 

interview.  Six women I had spoken to agreed and later withdraw their participation.   

Another four women called only wanting to know more about the project and whether 

they would be able to seek help; they were directed to other services.   

 

On meeting with the women, I shared information about the project, and a consent 

form for the women and children, and I shared information about confidentiality and 

anonymity.  Women were informed of how their information would be analysed and 

that their information would only be used for the purposes of this project.    Access to 

this information was limited to the supervisory team from my university and in the event 

of any publication, no identifiable information would be recorded, to which they 

consented.   Once consent was given, I approached each woman to seek how she 

wanted to be represented in the study, i.e., by her initials or a name she chose that 

would not identify her.    

 

All but one woman chose a name she would like to be used in the research, which 

was not their real name, but a name she liked.   The woman who consented to use 

her real name said she no longer wishes to “hide” herself but felt no one would know 

it is her as there is information family and friends will not have known about her.  The 

names used in this study are names the participants have given themselves. 
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3.9. The nature of the sample: 

My study is designed to hear in-depth interview accounts of eight Bangladeshi 

women’s’ experience of domestic violence and abuse.  Before embarking on speaking 

to women, it was important to consider how I could build a relationship that would be 

trustworthy, and respectful in ensuring women feel able to participate in the research 

process. Given the initial responses of women willing to participate was limited, I 

needed to consider how many women participating would be considered enough for 

my research. I explored literature and was guided by Baker and Edwards (2012) where 

they explore how many qualitative interviews is enough for a research study. They 

comment that appropriate sample size depends on your methodological factor and 

this underpins how you have chosen your methodological approach to your research.  

 

I have outlined the challenges and limitation of having participants willing to take part 

in talking about their experience of domestic violence and abuse has meant that 

participant size was small for my study.  Because of the sample size I needed care 

and significant amount of time in recruiting women for my study and women I can 

engage with. I was able to discuss the sample size of my research participants with 

my supervisors, but also considered that a much larger sample size would have been 

very difficult for me to manage.  This may have meant that a larger sample size would 

have needed much more investment of time and resources which I was limited to.  

This may have also reduced the in-depth data collection that I was able to immerse 

myself into may not have been possible.   

 

With the interviews, my eight participants were a diverse group although the majority 

of the women (five women) were born and brought up within the UK.   During initial 
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recruitment of participants, I needed to consider the social circumstances of women 

at the time of interview required to be considered, e.g., whether they were still within 

a domestic violence and abuse relationship or had they left the violent relationship.    

Women in both situations were invited to considered whether they were willing or able 

to participate.  Two women remained in their relationship and one’s husband had 

passed away. 

 

Bangladeshi women participating in this study came from different parts of Greater 

London and beyond and varied in age and the social environment they were brought 

up in. The sample included British born women and women who migrated to the UK 

from Bangladesh as spouses.  The women interviewed all described themselves as 

being married (both through civil marriage and in an Islamic marriage, a Nikkah).   

Therefore, their perpetrators are described as “husbands” and not “partners” as it was 

important to them to be represented as “married women” in the community.   They 

wanted to highlight that they were not living outside of marriage or in any other form 

of relationship which is not acceptable to the community and to their religion, Islam.   

However, it is also significant to highlight that there are couples within the Bangladeshi 

community who may not see themselves as married but are more in a “living together” 

arrangements too, but for this research purpose all the women were married. It is 

important to highlight that the interviews were conducted direct by the researcher and 

no interpreters were involved, where the women felt confident and comfortable in 

discussing sensitive subject like domestic violence and abuse with me. The women all 

remained committed to the research despite at times their involvement being 

challenging with many dilemmas they navigated throughout the research interview 

period.  
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3.10. Negotiating Consent 

As a researcher, I recognised that women are fearful of discussing abuse at home with 

anyone not connected to their family or extended family network.  Talking to anyone 

outside meant the fear of losing their izzat (honoeur) and bringing shame or being 

bizzat (dishonored) in front of an outsider.  The COVID-19 pandemic and its 

restrictions further compounded women being at home with their husbands and 

extended family members, resulting in more restrictions in accessing women for 

interviews.  

 

The complexity and the sensitive nature of researching domestic violence and abuse 

meant individual risks analyses were a crucial step in supporting women taking part in 

this study.  Potential risks stemming from participation in the research included risks 

to the women’s own safety, and issues of child protection disclosures that women had 

to think about when sharing their stories and what this may mean for them.   

 

From the outset I explained to women that as a professional I have a duty of care and 

work within the Social Work Standards set for protection of children and therefore have 

a duty to share safeguarding information (for adults and children) as necessary, which 

they needed to be aware of before giving consent to participate.  This was difficult for 

women to understand and accept initially and in my view may have further limited them 

coming forward in sharing their experiences. Gaining their trust and reassuring them 

on issues of confidentiality determined whether women were willing to take part in the 

study or not, was very important.   My persistence as a researcher in talking to women 

both in English and in their own mother tongue, Bangla8, or Sylheti, was crucial in 

 
8 Bangla, language spoken by people of Bangladesh, often referred in the western world as Bengali 
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influencing whether they were willing to speak to someone from the same community 

and what this means for them.  Further consideration about the issues related to my 

positionality as a researcher (insider or outsider are outline in section 3.5).  Once the 

risks were explained they consented to be involved in the interview. 

 

3.11. Seeking access to children for this research 

My intention at the start of this research was to gain access to children to hear their 

lived experiences and their voices about the abuse they have been exposed to.  In 

light of the Children’s Act 1989, children’s right to have their views taking into account 

in all matters affecting them is enshrined within law recognising their ability to form 

and express their views freely in all matters affecting them, according to their 

developmental stages (also see Shaw et al, 2011).  This policy shift also aligns to shift 

in research approaches involving children which have moved away to views of children 

solely as objects of enquiry – usually ‘known’ through the perspectives of adults 

towards a view that children are social actors and may provide a unique perspective 

and insight into their own reality (Shaw et al, 2011).  Increasing recognition has 

therefore been given to recognising children as active participants in research.  The 

National Children’s Bureau defines active participation as ‘the means, by which 

children and young people can influence decisions that bring about change in them, 

others, their services, and their communities” (Shaw et al, 2011 p. 4). And yet, in 

research on particularly sensitive subject matters such as maltreatment and abuse, 

children’s participation remains limited. 
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Perhaps unsurprisingly – given the difficulty accessing women themselves direct 

access to children for this research has not been possible for this research.   In this 

situation, mothers are the gatekeepers of children.  The mothers who have agreed to 

speak to me would not give consent for children to take part in interviews.  This was 

due to adults’ own anxieties about how children would manage research participation 

on a sensitive topic and that they may feel “guilty” about talking about the past.     

 

Women also spoke about not involving children in the matters of adult’s fights and said 

it is the adults’ responsibilities to sort the problem out, reflecting a traditional view held 

by Bangladeshi women.  Some women also commented that they did not want to 

“undo” the work they had done in protecting their children by allowing an outsider to 

speak to them, not wanting to “re-traumatise” their children.  Ultimately these limited 

the research in seeking children’s voices directly and therefore the research remains 

reliant on adult’s perceptions and interpretation of their voices about domestic violence 

and abuse and their lived experiences.  

 

Accessing professional had also been challenging and professional’s willingness to 

engage in research had been limited.  This was due to their own position of whether 

they were representing their organisations or sharing their experiences of working with 

the Bangladeshi women.  The professional dilemmas had been if they represent their 

organisation, permission and authorisation will be a long-drawn process for them. 

They also felt they will not be able to be share their worries and challenges as this will 

be limited. Representing their experience was consider more of a positive involvement 

and participation was more focused on domestic violence experiences of the 

Bangladeshi women and how they saw services being accessed or not.    
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Designing safe Protocols: 

3.12. Ethical consideration  

Any research involving a sensitive subject or topic is likely to be of discomfort for 

participants and this must consider the ethical approach to women being asked to be 

involved in research.  Women experiencing domestic violence can be viewed as 

vulnerable by the nature of their experiences of being in an abusive relationship and 

being a victim of abuse. They are vulnerable women who may often be considered to 

lack confidence in giving consent or may experience authoritative figures coercing 

them to agree or take part in research they may not always understand.  Women 

experiencing domestic violence and abuse have been perceived as women who may 

have limitation to consider their own consent or protect themselves.  

 

It was important to ensure that the women involved did not feel being coerced or 

obliged to take part in this study.  This places significant responsibilities on me as a 

researcher to ensure participants are not exposed to further harm by being interviewed 

for the research and this is completed within the women’s safety in mind.  To be 

ethically informed, I began by reading ethical guidance in researching vulnerable 

groups and research completed (Downes et al. 2014) as a way of having guidance of 

ethical consideration and an ethical approach to my study. 

 

My research involves talking to women in discussing a subject that carries a lot of 

emotions, sensitive personal lived experiences that evocated painful experiences for 

women. The women may have been in continued relationship where they are 

experiencing violence and abuse, and talking about this might heighten their sense of 

their reality that they are still being abused. I needed to take serious care and 
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consideration of ensuring that when I am asking women to participate, I take 

responsibility to ensure no further harm is attributed to the women as mentioned 

above.  Domestic violence by its subject nature is distressing for those whose lives 

are involved in violence and abuse. It is also an area that deal with the moral reputation 

of an individual and therefore, ethical behaviour in conducting an interview ethically is 

essential.  A qualitative research approach involves human interactions and clearly as 

human everyone has choices to how and what kind of information they wish to share.   

I was also mindful not to generalise women being more vulnerable because of who 

they were, i.e., Bangladeshi Muslim women experiencing domestic violence and 

abuse.  As a researcher, I have attempted to cover all eventualities to ensure that 

ethical guidance is considered for the privilege of having access to the women, their 

experiences and as researcher I needed to ensure this is given the upmost attention 

when talking to the women. I needed to consider some do’s and don’ts with the 

women. According to Laryeafio and Ogbewe (2023) “ethical considerations are 

fundamental in any kind of research; this provides the opportunity for the researcher 

to gather the most important information without causing any harm to the participants 

in the research” (Laryeafilo & Ogbeww, 2023 p.95).  As a conscientious researcher it 

is important to consider the good, well-being and the protection of your research 

participants.  For example, I was clear that the women understood the process of 

consent and that it is continued consent.  They have rights to withdraw their consent, 

and a timeline agreed in advance with them.  For example, the cut of point is once the 

interviews had been transcribed, coded, analysed and formed part of the study 

already, it might not be practicable to remove the data, which they women were 

informed of, and I wanted to be sure that they understood this process and agreed 

with this.   
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Other ethical consideration we agreed had been, when contacting them on the phone, 

I would always have my number visible, (no withheld number calls) where the women 

would save my phone number under a code name or a name of a trusted friend or 

neighbour with something added to identify it is me who is calling.  We established 

other measures, for example, while speaking, is to use a code we both agreed in 

advance on, to end the call where needed or was necessary.  

 

As a Professional Doctorate student, to complete my research, ethical approval was 

obtained from the University of Bedfordshire, Institute of Applied Social Research 

(IASR) (see Appendix 1).  However, given the restrictions of COVID-19 and the lack 

of access to women and children directly being limited, my research design required 

adjustments.   This required a re-submission and presentation to the ethics board for 

approval, which was granted and virtual interviews with women was approved (see 

Appendix 1).  No interviews with children were possible due to their mothers not 

consenting to have their children interviewed (as outlined below). 

 

Further discussion with the Maryam Centre manager was held in considering any 

additional ethical approval needed from the organisation. They agreed with the 

approval of the University’s ethics board and considered this to be sufficient. 

 

Further enquiries were made to the IASR Research Institute Ethics Panel to clarify the 

ethical position in relation to professional participants.  It was confirmed that as the 

professionals participating were from my own professional network and were not 

representing their respective organisations, sharing their experiences of working with 

women and children experiencing domestic violence and abuse, no additional ethics 
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approval was deemed necessary. Professionals all provided written consent for their 

participation in advance.   

 

Discussion with professionals held in seeking individual written consent and 

maintaining confidentiality as participants of this research. They were offered to read 

the transcriptions of the focus group should they wish to. No interest of shown by the 

professionals in accessing transcription of the group. Each professional participants 

were provided with information about contacting the supervisory team, if they had any 

issues or complain about the conduct of the group or research.  

 
 
3.13. Ethical consideration of risks 
 

 
Ethical approval requires demonstration that the ethical issues associated with the 

proposal have been addressed.  In the case of this project, the primary concerns were 

that the ethical approval had been time consuming and at times difficult, but it had 

been a necessary part of an ethically sound research project.    The primary concerns 

were to ensure that how issues of confidentiality, consent, and safety would be 

managed was agreed in advance, particularly in the context of the restrictions 

associated with the of COVID-19 pandemic.  I have been clear with the participants, 

that consent should be seen as ongoing, rather than as a one-off event for the women. 

The difficulties were in seeking consent for children participating in this research as 

highlighted already in this study.  

 

Mothers refused consent for their children to be involved in research as they felt that 

they had to work hard to manage the aftermath of their children’s experience when 

they leave the domestic violence and abuse household.  They felt they were protecting 
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children by not allowing a researcher potentially to retraumatise their children by 

talking about their experiences again.   Therefore, it was not feasible to hear children’s 

voices directly. This resulted in the decision to explore whether professionals feel that 

mother’s and children’s voices within the Bangladeshi community are heard within a 

social care setting which was completed through focus groups with the professionals.  

 

Given the nature and sensitivity of domestic violence and abuse and the risks 

associated to participants.  I arranged to have the documents stored securely if women 

did not feel able to take them home. This was to minimise any potential risk to them. I 

explore this further in the safety planning section below. Participants were provided 

with information about how to manage any concerns they had about their participation, 

and how to contact the relevant person (researchers’ supervisors and the women’s 

centre manager) to discuss issues or concerns they may have.  Contact details were 

provided at the commencement of their participation processes.   Research with 

children required negotiation with adult gatekeepers before children could be 

approached to ask for their consent.  Involving children in domestic violence and abuse 

research presents many complex ethical issues that were considered sensitively and 

carefully addressed throughout the research duration and no children were 

interviewed for this study. 

The ethical dilemmas presented the risk of violence and reprisals to the research 

participants, (the women) that were explored to be minimised this potential risk.   

Discussions have been held and support made available from the women’s centre and 

a risk assessment was by the completed for each interview with an offer to the women 

having a debriefing and or therapeutic support after the interview. Three women took 
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the offer of speaking to their therapist and continued several sessions after the 

conclusion of this study.  

 

Similar conversations about emotional triggering and debriefing were held with 

professionals, which they felt was not necessary for them. I provided reassurance to 

consent and maintaining confidentiality and anonymity as participants for the research 

to professionals.  Risks to professionals were considered to be minimal. 

 

3.14. Safety planning for interviews 

“Safety planning is a broad term referring to strategies that increase women’s safety 

by increasing situational awareness of IPV-related (domestic violence) risks and 

empowering women with necessary skills to enhance safety” (Sabri, et, al 2022, 

p.1728), as a general term.  The identification and reviewing of safety planning is 

essential in trying to reduce risks that women may be exposed. I explored the safety 

planning, but acknowledged the limitation to this plan, as the interviews were being 

held virtually. Therefore, I carried out assessments that were unique to each of the 

women’s situation. This added to rigor and an a culturally sensitive approach on 

ensuing safety of my participants.  

 

However, safety planning with minority women carries added risk and relates to lack 

of knowledge, cultural background, social isolation, and for some unique risks 

associated with their own immigration status as some of their women in the study were 

in the UK on a visa (spouse) of a British National that adds to different layers and 

aspect of safety planning that is needed. 
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Safety measures are often used in the context of whether the women experience 

domestic violence and abuse want to leave a situation, which has not always been the 

case with the Bangladeshi women in this study. The outlook they have discussed is 

more about the violence to stop and for them to remain in their home and community.  

 

It has been apparent in this study that almost all the women had undertaken some 

form of safety planning, (although they may not have used the term) in place for them 

and their children to safeguard them, before agencies were involved.  The women 

involved evaluated the risks of whether they were wanting to leave or remain in their 

relationships and the unknown risks that might be associated, i.e., lack of financial 

support, accommodation, safety away from their community, and external risks of 

racism and discrimination.  Other factors to consider is that in many communities, 

women face abuse from their partners (husbands) and in-laws, and when talking about 

safety planning this has been a missed opportunity that requires being considered as 

a way of empowering women.  Safety planning also needs to explore the connecting 

of resource and support services to women that are appropriate to their needs and 

who they are, i.e., Bangladeshi Muslim women in a secular society.  

 

For my study, significant challenges emerged as COVID-19 presented restrictions 

during the period of lockdown.  Researching a sensitive subject like domestic violence 

and abuse through COVID-19 was significantly difficult, as many women remained at 

home, and potentially with their husbands and other family members. It was essential 

to have continued relationships with the women, as otherwise the risk of women 

withdrawing from the study had been significant.  It required time and considerable 

dedication from me as a researcher to ensure relationship building continued 
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throughout COVID-19.  This was completed with maintaining contact, sending text 

messages, seeking how they were and generally being reminded that I am available 

should they wanted to talk. This allowed me maximum access to the women and our 

relationship and them understanding that I am committed to hearing their voice and 

their lived experiences.  This was time consuming, but I was determined to ensure that 

women are still wanting to talk about their stories.  I also wanted to ensure women are 

safe and want to continue with their participation with the study.  Their safety has been 

paramount and to acknowledge that they are brave in wanting to speak about their 

experiences of abuse. I felt the women having visibility of me speaking about domestic 

violence was important as a reminder, and therefore I embarked on talking about 

domestic violence and the impact of COVID-19 restriction on the national Bangla TV, 

which was an important factor for the women and for me.  

 

The safety planning was necessary before interviews could take place and the process 

of interviewing required adapting due to COVID-19 rules.  I therefore devised a risk 

assessment format and completed risk assessments with each of the women I 

interviewed.  This outlined significant information that was completed with all the 

women on the phone.  The risk assessment included agreeing a time for interviews 

when no one, including children, were at home at the time of the interview and for 

them not accepting visitors to the home during remote interviews.  The timing was led 

by the women, giving me their time which I adapted to, often meant speaking to women 

early morning or later evenings and at weekend.   Once the assessment had been 

completed, this was shared and discussed with my supervisory team to ensure all 

safety measures are appropriate and safeguards the women involved.  
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Another safety factors that had been considered was the potential distress the 

interviews may cause and how women being at home will cope and manage this 

distress. This may have adverse impact on the women being re-traumatised and the 

impact can have on their children. I acknowledged that women experiencing or have 

lived experiences and talking about domestic violence invokes emotions and triggers 

distress.  The level of distress fluctuated with different women, and I accepted that I 

may not truly know the state of mind women will be in with their own level of distress 

when talking about traumatic life experiences. I made every effort to avoid 

unnecessary repetition when their answers may have already covered questions I had, 

to avoid repeat trauma for the women. I made every effort to ensure women’s distress 

is as least unsettling as possible, but being aware the interviews are an emotionally 

charged interview.  When women showed or exhibited emotional discomfort or 

becoming upset, as my duty of professional care, I offered them immediate choices of 

whether to terminate or take a break from the interview.  Despite the upsets and 

emotional distress, the women remained committed and continued with their 

participation as they felt if they stop, they may not want to talk again.  All the women 

were offered the support of having a debriefing with a therapist at the host Centre after 

the interview, if they wish to have this. I discuss the therapeutic support offer in the 

section below.  

 

As part of the safety of the women involved, I tried to cover all eventualities I could.  

Another important factor I was mindful of is that I informed the women that they did 

not have to keep any physical documents including information leaflets about the 

research and their consent forms to be interviewed at home or on their emails systems 

if they felt any form of risks. This was a way of protecting themselves from harm from 
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their abusers, (Mehrotra, 1999; Bhandari-Preisser, 1999) finding out their participation 

in this research.  

 

3.15. Availability of therapeutic support 

As a qualitative researcher, researching private, sensitive and intimate lived 

experiences of women, there is a deep sense of responsibility to support women re-

telling their stories.  During this period, I am asking women to potentially talk about 

their intimate deep and hurtful experiences, where they may feel being judged, angry 

and ashamed about their experiences.  Many women highlighted that they may be 

giving their personal narrative and disclosing events or incidences they may never 

have spoken about in the past.   It was crucial to have this emotional support in place 

for women as some may be talking about their experiences for the first time.  

Therefore, therapeutic support being available was not only important but was 

essential to support their emotional and mental well-being after each interview. 

For same of the women in this study, having been able to speak about their 

experiences has been revolutionary where they began to understand their 

experiences of being abused and accepting that it is abuse.  This realisation has been 

powerful for them, but also required support they may otherwise would have not 

sought or considered being available, including the offer of having therapeutic support. 

Therapeutic services is not something the Bangladeshi women/community would 

willing accept as this is linked negatively. This is often considered as aspect that is 

linked to mental health when you are “fagol” (mental) and you speak to people.  

Therefore, my conversation with the women had been about how this might be an area 

that would be supportive, particularly after a traumatic discussion, like having an 

interview with me.  
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Women participating in this research were all offered therapeutic support post 

interviews which was facilitated by a Maryam Centre therapist.  This has been part of 

my negotiation with the centre as part of my research which they were willing to 

support as needed.  The women were provided information and connection to the 

therapist and a choice of whether they wanted this support, once they had the 

conversation with me.   Some of the women already had assigned counsellors and 

therefore made direct connection if they felt they wanted to speak to them.  Three 

women contacted the Centre therapist, which they found to have been significantly 

beneficial, and one woman continued with the support well after the research field 

work had concluded.  Those who chose to have support closer to where they lived 

were signposted to local resources which they contacted.  As no children were 

interviewed, access to therapeutic support for them was not required and none of the 

mothers asked for the service for their children, though they were aware this service 

was available should they need it. 

 

Data Collection: 

3.16. Qualitative data collection 

According to Brinkman and Kvale (2015) “Qualitative research interviewing has 

existed in the social sciences for nearly a century, but it not become general issues 

for methodological discussions until the last few decades” (Brinkman & Kvale, 2015, 

p.59). Qualitative interviews are used to understand the meaning of people’s lived 

experiences sees a person as a subject who can be actively engaged in meaningful 

conversation and describe their experiences or articulate their reasons for having the 

conversation (Brinkman & Kvale, 2015, p.3). 
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Seeking to interview participants may seem to be a straightforward process of 

obtaining information for a person. However, the actual process of interviewing 

individuals involves “cultivation of conversational, being able to ask questions, but 

cultivation of these skills can be challenging” (Brinkman and Kvale, 2015, p.4) to 

navigate within a qualitative interview setting.  There are different forms of 

conversation we all hold in our daily lives, in professions and in academic literature. 

However, having a qualitative interviews conversation uses different skills and 

techniques as these interviews are based on learning about people’s experiences, 

where research interviews are held with a purpose of gaining and producing new 

knowledge based on conversations. 

For my study, I was able to recruit and arranged to interview eight women who agreed 

to participate in this study. Pre-COVID-19, I devised information leaflets for women 

both in English and Bangla. This was shared with the women in advance of having 

their interviews and allowed them to ask questions before they had their interviews 

with me. I was aware that this is a unique opportunity to speak to Bangladeshi women 

and I wanted to get it right. Getting questions that will seek to explore my research 

questions was the aim, but I also wanted an environment that allowed the flow of their 

information sharing. I employed an active listening style in the interview, but also being 

able to ask sub-questions, re-checking their responses in, therefore directing 

conversation where both me as the interviewer and the interviewee shared an element 

of control of the session. This facilitated natural flow of information and an ownership 

of the women’s voice being heard within the interview.  

The first pilot interview was held in person, before COVID-19.   Thereafter, given the 

COVID-19 restrictions all interviews were held online.   I carried interview process over 
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a period of a year as there were difficulties with women not always able to attend to 

the time agreed and this required changing of arrangements.  I sought consent from 

women after an initial informal discussion with them on the phone. This was important 

to ensure women were able to ask questions about the research, seek clarification 

about how I will collect data and what will happen to the date collected after a period.  

This ensured that they felt able to build a relationship with me, feel they can trust me 

to be able to share their stories with me. The overarching concerns the women had 

been the issues of confidentiality and if this will be maintained.  This reassurance is 

crucial in whether they will continue with their participation, which I had to overcame 

in assuring that confidentiality will be maintained. 

I took them through the leaflet I devised ensuring they understood their participation 

in this research and their consent. This process took number of attempts with some of 

the women who needed time to think about their involvement. This time was allowed 

for them to come back to me, which all the women interviews did participated in the 

study. Another aspect of ensuring their informed consent was to talk about the 

questions with them in broader terms before the actual interview taking place.  

Pre-Covid-19 restrictions, I completed the systematic process of making sure all 

information documents were made available to the women centre to display.   I made 

myself available physically in the building to answer any queries mothers may have. 

Also ensured that the centre manager has information that she can share with women 

who may inquire about the study. This meant I provided her with written leaflet that 

can be shared with women making inquiries which she shared.   

3.16a. Qualitative interviewing 
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The term qualitative interview refers to in-depth, loosely structured, or semi-

structured interviews, which can be described as ‘conversation with a purpose’ 

(Burgess, cited in Mason, 1996: p.38).  Qualitative interviewing is a flexible way 

of having a face-to-face (or in my study virtual) interview and understanding your 

interviewees and how they express their experience in their own words. This is 

more of a conversational interviewing tool which I used for data collection. “The 

research interview is an interpersonal situation, a conversation between two 

partners (people) about a common theme of mutual interest” (Brinkman & Kvale, 

2015, p.149) where knowledge is gained from the interviewee and the 

interviewer seeks the position of inquiry.  The semi-structured interview with 

questions loosely guiding the participants provided for a respectable sequence 

of description following a loosely semi-structured question. This approach of 

interviewing provides greater learning from the interviewee and supports setting 

the scenes for the interview to take place.  The qualitative interviews were a 

medium for me to investigate the perceptions and the lived experience of women 

living with domestic violence and abuse, the patriarchy, and cultural aspects they 

are having to navigate through.    

I adopted, semi-structured interviews as the method of data collection. Qualitative 

research is designed to be flexible and responsive to context, characteristically being 

described as emergent for this research.    

I initially had some face-to-face interaction and discussion within the Maryam centre, 

pre COVID-19 with some of the participants in preparation for the semi-structured 

interviews.  As the pandemic restrictions were imposed in the country, interaction and 

interviews were moved and held as virtual audio and video interviews.  Each interview 
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was intended to be held for between 40 to 60 minutes. Most participants were close 

to this time, with exception of three participants. Those interviews lasted an hour and 

half as women felt they wanted to share their story. I was acutely aware that this may 

decrease the quality of the interviews, their concentration and has potential on 

impinging on data collection, given the length of time of the interviews.   As the 

participants continued with the interview, it was evident this was their first opportunity 

they had in talking about the abuse they experienced. I wanted to continue with this to 

be an open interaction where they felt heard, and their information valued, and they 

are respected.  Therefore, the time was allowed for them to talk about their 

experiences and the interview coming to a natural end for the sessions.  

For some of the women, the experience of talking about the abuse was significantly 

hard and emotional. The offer of termination of the session or having time out was 

discussed but none of the women used this and continued with the interviews.  

After the interviews completed each woman was offered to have a follow up call from 

me to ensure they were ok after the interview. This support was not accepted by the 

women. 

As a researcher, and a community member, some of the sessions were extremely 

emotional for me, hearing the very difficult experiences the women had. It challenged 

my knowledge about the extent of domestic violence in the community, which I found 

overwhelming. Therefore, I was able to better understand the need to ask the 

participants about support post interview. My own support of debriefing was through 

discussion with my supervisory team, which was essential in continued interviews with 

the participants.   
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3.16b. Pilot interview. 

Due to the difficulties of access and recruitment of women for interview or for the pilot 

interview I was only able to conduct one pilot interview. There had been a significant 

dilemma with the pilot interview, as it was the first interview I conducted as a face-to-

face interview.  As already highlighted about issues of confidentiality, being recognised 

as someone who is talking about domestic violence and abuse to an outsider 

(researcher) was challenging for the participant and challenging for me in many 

aspects of having the participant involved in this study.  She was unsure of her 

involvement and whether she was willing to be recorded, both audio and video 

recording.  We explored written records which she felt may also not be appropriate. 

This was extremely time consuming and created a lot of uncertainty given her struggle 

of making a decision about taking part.   

As a researcher I had to re-think issues of value base, ethical dilemmas and most 

importantly consult my supervisory team in planning to support this participant. I was 

able to reflect on choices of whether to include this participant and pursue this 

interview as part of the research as I can only provide the reassurance and support to 

her that I have already discussed. What I also acknowledged was the unconscious 

fear of this participant as she has never spoken about her experiences of abuse and 

for her the interview would be an acceptance of her lived reality.  What has been clear 

was that she did not want to name her experience as abuse and more about cultural 

acceptance of her being a woman in marriage. More importantly for her as she is no 

longer in the abusive relationship, she was not sure if she wanted to speak about her 

previous relationship and what she saw as being re-victimised through her discussions 

in the interview. Both the participant and I struggled with these dilemmas. 
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However, discussing the ethical obligations that I must adhered to as a researcher and 

her seeing me speaking about the rights of women in the community allowed her to 

make her decision to continue with her participation.  I wanted to ensure she did not 

feel any form of pressure or obligation to participate and can change her mind even 

after agreeing was important to be share with her.  For me there were a lot of learning 

from holding a pilot interview which guided me to consider better framing of 

preparation, discussions, and questions particularly around whether women 

recognised abuse they experienced.  The important to explore and learn from this 

interview was also norms women accept in relationship and did this hinder them from 

accepting what they are experiencing is abuse.  I found that I was able talk to the 

women about what would otherwise be unknown or unaccepted to them, and they 

would not have accepted their experiences to be abuse within a wider Bangladeshi 

family context.  

I was able to make amendments, suggested changes and incorporate this in the 

interviews conducted later.  I employed a system to analyse the interviews conducted 

and transcribed the pilot interview to consider emerging themes, which brought 

another opportunity to add rigour to later interviews.   It also meant that interviews held 

in Bangla that could not be transcribed by anyone else, were transcribed by me.   This 

was a methodological challenge that I needed a clear plan for transcription of the 

interviews held in Bangla. 

Transparency is important in assessing the quality of the qualitative research.  Braun 

and Clarke, (2013) note the need for both good practice in the conduct of the research 

(methodological rigour) and the trustworthiness of interpretations made (interpretive 

rigour).  



136  

Qualitative research methods are multi-disciplinary in origin, but share common 

characteristics including subjective meaning, description of social context and the 

privileging of lay knowledge (Braun and Clarke, 2022, p7).  

Qualitative research questions focus chiefly on three areas which I adopted: language 

as a mean to explore processes of communication and patterns of interaction within 

particular social groups; description and interpretation of subjective meanings 

attributed to situations and actions; and theory building through discovering patterns 

and connections in qualitative data. (Braun & Clarke, 2013).  This reflects the aim, 

which is to achieve depth of understanding through seeking information (data) that is 

to be gathered through the research process.   This was being pursued by undertaking 

a pilot interview and contacting mothers who had given preliminary agreement to be 

interviewed and take part in this research.   As mentioned, the interviews were 

arranged to take place using semi structured interview techniques, where the 

researcher will provide “minimal guidance and allow considerable latitude for the 

interviewees” (Bryman, 1988, p.46) a favoured technique qualitative researchers use 

and very different to that of quantitative survey approach.   This gives the researcher 

a much more “free reins” to conduct the interview which operates on collection of 

themes and in the direction the researcher wishes to cover.  This was significant for 

the interviews to allow in exploring my research questions, hearing the narrative of 

their experiences, that supported the data collection and analysis in the study.    

As identified through the pilot interview, it is inevitable that interviewees can become 

less focused as they developed their answers, and it can seem that the researcher is 

losing control.   This was an aspect I evaluated throughout the interviews, particularly 

when women become very emotional while talking about the abuse they experienced 
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and would move on to talking about other aspect of their lives.  While this may present 

some difficulties, allowing some “rambling” can pay off as this can present rich data, 

in identifying areas that may not have been considered.  The pilot interview very clearly 

highlighted an aspect of how children are being affected by domestic violence and 

abuse within the extended family network within the Bangladeshi community that has 

been overlooked.  They were not victims of violence as previously described but have 

seen and heard their relative being subject to domestic violence and abuse, i.e., 

seeing the aftermath of the incidents, which has the same impact as children living in 

the household where the violence occurred, an area I was not able to explore and is 

a much-needed area of research to be completed.  

3.17.  Focus group discussions. 

Focus group discussions were also used for studying women’s experiences of 

domestic violence and abuse.  The approach is effective both as an independent 

method and in combination with other techniques of data gathering.    The focus group 

is a small group discussion on a particular topic and facilitated by a researcher 

(Tonkiss 2012).  Most focus groups typically involve between six to ten people.  This 

number is relatively small enough to allow all the members to participate, however 

large enough to capture a variety of perspectives and rich data on the subject being 

studied. 

 

My aim for the focus groups with the professionals within this research was to gain a 

broader range of experiences mainly from professionals within the children’s social 

care setting.  Two separate focus groups were held, and each group met once virtually, 

and the duration of the sessions were between 60 to 90 minutes.  Both sessions were 

video recorded with prior written consent obtained from the participants.  There were 
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four participants that did not provide consent and therefore, I would not include them 

in the focus group discussions.  The videos were transcribed using the university’s 

approved transcription company.  The focus groups were mixed in terms of seniority, 

locality, and level of experience in social care settings.  It was important to ensure that 

the localities covered area’s where the participants may have also come from, but this 

provided to be difficult.  For the focus group I followed the semi-structured interview 

format.   

 

The focus group was to seek professionals’ perspective in working with women and 

children from a Bangladeshi background and whether professionals feel that the 

voices of Bangladeshi women and their children are heard when they have 

experienced domestic violence and abuse. The aim of having focus group was in 

response to the limited number of women recruited and interviewed and, in my view, 

may have been limited in data collection. Focus group generates larger data which 

drives the data analysis that is helpful in bringing meaning to data and emergence of 

making sense of themes identified.  While it can be overwhelming for researcher to 

have larger data, as a new researcher, it was supportive in having the focus group 

sessions transcribed.  This provided support in me being able to absorb the 

information through reading the transcription completed. 

 

I wanted to have the involvement of professionals as the purpose of this study is to 

have a commitment in improving policies and practice, in working with Bangladeshi 

women experiencing domestic violence and abuse. The perspective of the 

professionals and how they saw support was important for this research. It allowed 

me to explore whether they saw culturally appropriate services were needed, or 
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cultural supportive services were embedded in planning, and decision making 

when working with Bangladeshi women or not.  

 

In contextualising and analysing the data, this I used the information as a supportive 

data from the analysis I had completed from the interviews of the women in this study. 

This resulted in minimum use of the focus group data, as I am of the view that not 

using any information will be disrespect to the time, effort and willingness the 

professionals showed.  I am of the view the little information I have used is still relevant 

and supports the study’s approach of hearing professionals’ views about support 

services for Bangladeshi women and therefore, this remains part of my study. 

 

3.18.  Interviewing in languages other than English 

There is a vast literature that explores the collection and analysis of qualitative data 

through research interviews and its analysis.  However, there appears to be limited 

attention given to audio transcription as part of cross-cultural, cross-language 

interviews conducted in languages other than the researcher’s, my first language, in 

this case English.  

 

The literatures have acknowledged that researchers often employ interpreters or enlist 

family members as interpreters for interviewing participants when working or 

researching within the ethnic minority communities (Spruyt 1999; Somerville, 2001). 

Brämberg and Dahlberg (2012) argue as that family members are better placed and 

are more aware of the participants circumstance issues and worries and understands 

the language more.  What they have failed to consider is whether participants feel able 

to be open and comfortable in discussing issues that are sensitive and private through 
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the medium of family members or even with interpreters from the same community or 

locality.  This includes issues of domestic violence and abuse, sexual abuse, mental 

health and financial abuse within communities and families. 

 

For my cross-language research, I consider an overview of the translation process 

that I have adopted to addressing some of the challenges, such as difficulties of being 

a researcher who speaks the same language as the participants looking at equivalent 

and relevant meaning and the importance of communication between the interviewee 

and the researcher.  Choi et al (2012) say, that most cross-language research has 

been more focused on qualitative research and the challenge of linguistics and the 

impact of translation on research findings, including translation techniques, than on its 

impact on meanings (Choi et al, 2012, p.653).   I explored the challenges of whether 

the interpretation of data collection and its translation assists or presents barriers in 

conducting qualitative research (Lopez et al, 2008, p.1735).  I explored this gap by 

discussing the main considerations, challenges and implications of audio interviews 

and transcription.   My challenges have been in achieving equivalence between the 

two languages, Bangla and English, without losing information in the process of 

translation and transcription.   

Table 4:  Language used for direct interviews with participants. 

Language Interviews  Focus Group (number) 

Participants’ own 

language 

4 0 

Interviews in English 4 2 
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Interviews in English, 

used own phrases or 

words (mixed) 

4 0 

 

South Asian communities often have more than one spoken language (seven South 

Asian languages are, Bangla, Hindi, Urdu, Tamil, Telugu, Gujarati, and Malayalam) 

and in English.   In my case I am proficient in three other languages, other than English, 

two spoken, (Hindi and Urdu) and one written (Bangla), which gave participants the 

flexibility to speak in any of the Asian languages in interviews.   However, as my focus 

has been interviews within the Bangladeshi community, the participants were given 

the option of speaking in Bangla (known as Bengali or Sylheti- dialect) or in English.  

Participants were able to speak Bangla (Sylheti) directly to me without the need for an 

interpreter or translator for this process. 

 

I have noted that there has been an absence of academic discussions about how 

interpreters or translators working within a research context are selected.  There are 

also questions about how the researcher-translator relationship unfolds following the 

interview.    Choi et al (2012, p.653) says, no scholarly publication has explored the 

researcher-translator relationship and the methodological rigour of translation in the 

context of language, translation, and culture, and I add the aspect of understanding 

the religious viewpoint.  Many studies have struggled to find multi-linguistic 

researchers who speak the same language as their participants therefore the need to 

enlist the support of translators/interpreters is often required.   The area of having 

multi-lingual researcher as part of the research team remains rare.   This means 

researchers who share participants’ ethnicity, culture and first language are in demand 
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to conduct interviews directly with research participants to avoid the issues of 

disseminating of the data that is collected in interviews conducted in different 

languages.   

 

However, being a researcher and speaking the same language as research 

participants brings up many dilemmas in interviewing and data analysis.   Murray and 

Wynne (2001) argued that having researchers who speak the same language bring 

more threats to rigour, reliability, and confidentiality issues to the research process.  

This is because of the fear of selective translation, choosing meanings they would 

prefer and not being impartial.  This notion is more pertinent to the lack of 

understanding of the process of cross-language direct interviews and more based on 

interviews conducted with interpreters.  This undermines the rigour, expertise and the 

unique ability researchers have, to reach disadvantaged communities and enabling 

them to share their voices and experiences in languages they are fluent and 

comfortable in.   It is undermining the professionalism of bilingual researchers and 

their credibility, hence being discriminatory, stereotyping the bilingual researchers.  

Being multilingual is not a weakness, rather a strength a researcher brings as an 

expertise that adds to the rigour and depth of the research that needs to be 

acknowledged and support within the research field. 

Data management and analysis: 

3.19.  Techniques adopted. 

Four of the interviews for this study were conducted in the participants first language 

Bangla within the Sylheti dialect.  It is important to acknowledge that Sylheti is not a 

written language but spoken within the Sylhet district of Bangladesh, therefore 

understanding the regional dialect and its variations is essential within the research 
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process.  Many of the language dilemmas and solutions are not found in dictionaries, 

but rather in an understanding of languages which are tied it in local realities (Temple 

& Young, 2010).   Therefore, when seeking a better understanding of a word or phrase 

it is often found through the proficiency of my understanding and assistance of my 

network, rather than from dictionaries or Google translate. Temple & Young (2010) 

argue that making decisions on translations needs consideration about cultural 

meanings, which language carries, evaluate and to the degree, the two languages 

inhabit as one for clear decision making.  

 

The problem here is of course, is that Bangla (Bengali as it is known in the western 

world) as a language is known to be the language of the country of Bangladesh, 

whereas Sylheti is a spoken dialect, without any agreed form of written language, and 

may present challenges in understanding linguistic expressions, and its cultural 

meaning for both the interviewee and me as the researcher.  There are further 

challenges in relation to the key research term, domestic violence and abuse.  Just a 

few years ago we did not have the words for domestic violence or abuse within the 

South Asian cultures or have a defined word to describe domestic violence and abuse.  

The term is culturally, politically, and personally sensitive and often women have found 

it difficult to build trust in speaking to a researcher through an interpreter, particularly 

where there are male interpreters present.  

 

My being fluent in the language of the participants allowed everyone present to speak 

freely and to ensure participants were more at ease throughout the interview session. 

It made it more real, and I was able to validate their answers by checking meanings of 

phrases and comments that I may not have been familiar with previously to seen to 
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be transparent with the participants. This allowed for the women to feel confident that 

I understood them and they aware ablet to feel comfortable in talking about their 

experiences with me.  

 

Below I have outlined the process of the audio interviews, data collection and eventual 

final analysis that I have intended for this study and my analysis and approach I have 

taken. 

 

Table 5, the approach I took to audio interviews, data collection and analysis.  

Table 5: Translation and transcribing process: 

 

3.20. Data transcription 
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As mentioned already in this chapter, the interviews completed were audio recorded. 

Some of the audios were transcribed by the university approved transcription 

company.  I conducted the transcription of interviews in three stages. The Bangla 

interviews were first translated by me, reviewed and re-read several times before the 

transcription began.  The interviews conducted, and audio recorded, apart from one 

woman.  She was not willing to be audio recorded.  This meant handwritten notes were 

taken and once written up were reviewed at least twice.  For the other interviews I 

listened to the recording at least twice before transcription was completed and ensured 

that the transcription was readable.  The transcription required further analysis, 

seeking clarity in ensuring that the originality of the information was not compromised.   

And finally, having completed this, I listened to the audio interviews carefully, 

considering the deep meaning, having cultural sensitivities, and understanding familiar 

and unfamiliar words or phrases in its totality.  This I did by listening to the audio 

recording over and over in a slow manner, and checking the accuracy of the interview, 

what I call a “labour of love” in getting it right, but also corresponding to the ontological 

and epistemological position of the research, which emphasises the value of the 

individual voice.   Ensuring accuracy is important and cross checking with field work 

notes is essential. For this research, the transcriptions were not verified by a second 

person verification, instead they were verified through a process of seeking clarity from 

the researcher’s network, researcher’s own proficiency in the language, cultural 

knowledge, and expertise. 

 

To conclude, language constitutes our sense of self (Temple & Young 2010 and 

provides flexibility to be able to voice our thoughts, communicate and acknowledge 

the importance of being listened to in the language we are most comfortable in. Within 
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the research community, there is no doubt that conducting research in languages other 

than English presents challenges for cross-cultural and multi-linguistic interviews in 

qualitative research settings.   The use of interpreters has always caused difficulties 

in validating the accuracy of the data being obtained.  This is not to say that, while 

researchers who speak the same community language as their participants do not 

face those challenges.   This too can present methodological challenges of collecting 

data, i.e., the researcher may only have limited language proficiency or have only 

spoken language, in which can make translating and transcribing the interviews for 

analysis difficult.  Within my study the issue is not with the written language, Bangla 

but more so for the spoken Sylheti dialect, and the regional differences in words and 

phrases, and having these transcribed to ensure the meaning and reality remains that 

of the lived experiences of my participants. 

 

For this research I adopted the approach of flexible interviews, which is transparent, 

strategies of standardised translation in Bangla, and a method and concept of 

analysing the data, gathered from the interviews that ensured that I had accurate 

transcribed data despite the interviews being conducted in languages other than that 

of English. 

 

3.21. Approach to analysis 

For my research I explored two significant methodological approach and considered 

the nuances within qualitative analysis.  While I considered the approaches of thematic 

analysis and the narrative analysis for data collection for my research, I evaluated the 

methodological distention between the two methods. A simplistic explanation is that 

thematic analysis allows exploring, identifying and interpreting patterns of data 
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collected, while narrative analysis allow understanding of people’s experiences of their 

stories and how they understand and constructs their experiences.    

 

This approach uses to collect data from the people’s lived experiences and can be 

used to construct a tool of having a narrative data collection and data analysis, that 

allows to collect data from several and separate events, and from different people.   

Parks (2023) cites and comments that “narrative research appeals to those interested 

in constructive-oriented, qualitative research that examines people’s experiences from 

their perspectives” (Parks, 2023, p. 58).  She continues to highlight that this approach 

is concerned about people’s life “experiences and event” (Parks, 2023, p.58). From a 

feminist perspective, Rogers, et, al (2023) highlights a “narrative approach is common 

in feminist research because it gives voice to those who have been silenced through 

experience of violence and abuse” (Rogers, et, al, 2023, p. 4). 

 

Thematic analysis, however, allows of identifying, analysing, reporting themes in your 

data from the narrative individual provide. This process allows you as researcher to 

familiarise yourself with your data, search and generate codes, which is reviewed and 

defined for your analysis. Thematic analysis allows for deep dive into the shared 

experiences of participants. I was able to cross check my data as a comparison 

between the interviews I held. The participants narrative had meant they talked about 

multiple abuse and dilemmas that highlighted their repression of abuse until they 

started talking about and for some of the women, accepted they lived within an abusive 

relationship.  
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I explored that conducting a thematic analysis on the narrative the participants shared 

allowed me the insight in understanding meaning of their stories and their own 

narratives. Therefore, for my approach to qualitative data collection for my research, I 

was more able to alien myself within a thematic narrative analysis for my research.  

 

3.22. Data familiarisation 

For this study, what has been important in researching domestic violence within the 

Bangladeshi community has been to give the women a voice and generating 

knowledge about domestic violence in the community. From an epistemological 

position of research and in academia we cannot afford to ignore that lived experiences 

of individuals are complex, and their stories need to be heard. The data familiarisation 

begins with reading daily notes, field work notes and conversation with my research 

team as I began to talk about data and its importance in my research.  

  

Collecting complex data place a responsibility in those researching to accumulate 

knowledge and provide the richness of this knowledge to continued learning that 

benefits the wider society.  Despite the limited number of women being interviewed, 

my research collected rich in-depth data from the interviews I conducted.  What is 

important for me as a researcher is know my data well, what Vaismoradi, et al say the 

“need to both immerse themselves (researchers) in the data and conversely distance 

themselves from the data so as to reveal theme, and to assess and examine the 

accuracy of the coding process” (Vaismoradi, et al, 2016, p.106). I wanted to have a 

close representation of the what the women were saying and therefore at times I 

needed to distance myself from the data to be able to absorb the information, which I 

found to be constructive.  
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Once data collected, I began the process of familiarisation of my data and recognised 

that knowing the data in-depth was essential in beginning to analyse and explore 

formulating coding for the study.  I started to familiarise the translations and 

transcriptions of the interviews through reading them multiple times.  This was 

completed in conjunction with listening to the videos for any inaccuracy.  This was 

important to ensure unfamiliar words and phrases that are different are considered 

and meanings of word and phrases are recorded accurately.  This meant any linguistic 

fluency is checked within my network who supported me with the Bangla translation.  

I summarised individual transcription and mapped out a structure for coding the data.   

Any significance difference between meanings were explored.  

I looked at the characteristics and adding table, where exploration of timing of abuse, 

women’s acceptance or denial of abuse, increasing intensity of abuse, was 

considered.  Looking at unique information about the women and differences in how 

they may have used cultural perimeters in talking about abuse they experienced 

served as an area that required further familiarisation to be able to generate a more 

rounded account of information, they provided and different codes.   I paid special 

attention to the words individual used and not making assumption of its meanings. I 

had repeated measures of evaluating and moderating words and phrases in the 

interviews that formed themes and sub-themes for my coding and analysis.  

 

3.23. Coding and thematic analysis: 

My data consisted of the eight interviews with Bangladeshi women.  The translation 

and transcriptions of the interviews were lengthy and time consuming.   
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Coding represents a key step in the process. Saldana (2013) says, “initial coding is 

breaking down qualitative data into discrete parts, closely examining them, and 

comparing them for similarities and differences” (Saldana, 2013, p.100, also see, 

Strauss & Corbin, 1998).  

 

It has been described by Charmaz (1983) as ‘simply the process of categorizing and 

sorting data’ (p.111).  I began by developing a tracking process of completed coded 

transcriptions.  This was considered in categorisation of each transcription with what I 

considered as “big brackets” of information that is linked to specific area of coding that 

resembled or was showing themes, that were similar.  

 

Bryman and Burgess (1994) cite, as such, “coding provides the link between data and 

the conceptualization” (Bryman and Burgess 1994, p,5). Cited in Bryman and Burgess 

(1994) they say Hammersley and Atkinson (1983) “recommended immersing oneself 

in the data and then searching out patterns, identifying possibly surprising 

phenomena, and being sensitive to inconsistencies, such as divergent views offered 

by different groups of individuals. They recognize that sometimes the researcher will 

end up generating new concepts, but on other occasions will be relating his or her 

observations” (Bryman and Burgess, 1994, p.6/7).  As already mentioned in this 

chapter, immersing in data has been critical for my study.  I started with open coding 

and tried making connections of emerging themes. This was completed in highlighting 

text that I manually coded for each transcription.  Open code is when you examine the 

text by making comparisons and asking questions considered as a description and 

support in analysis of the text.  I applied several codes to the data from the interview 

transcription, (Saldana 2013) applying a systemic structure in analysing the 
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information coded.  This involved having sections of texted with women’s own speech 

highlighted for form visibility of the data being coded.    

 

These open codes were reviewed and considered themes that attributed to the 

interpretation of the codes.  The open codes were conducted on MS Word as a first 

step of coding later moving on to the use of NVivo 11, a coding software tool to 

organise my codes.  NVivo allowed me to organise and cross-check codes and 

support in analysis of the inductive and deductive codes, but like the manual process, 

the researcher remains in control of how the codes are included or deducted from the 

process.   

 

Following this process, I analysed the data following the two-level coding process, as 

already mentioned, the Inductive and deductive coding process. I draw up a list of 

thematic codes that is deductive from my research questions that I identified and 

continued with additional emerging inductive codes that was generated from the 

interview transcriptions. This data was dense and long and require being completed 

in small sections and phrases that are understood in its full meaning.  Creswell, (2015) 

talks about “data that are dense and requires time investing in getting through them to 

make good sense of the data you collect” (Creswell, 2015, p.152)  

  
This process allowed me to have meaningful emerging patterns and its relationship 

where I was able to have an analysis that formed themes that I have been able to link 

to the research question and to the available data.   

 

Naeem, et al, (2023) cites “coding phase in thematic analysis, where patterns are 

identified, bears resemblance to inductive data analysis. These identified codes must 
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later be interpreted and assigned to themes” (Naeem, et al, 2023, p.6).  This process 

assisted in having the thematic codes with visual data that was the reoccurring themes 

with each interview transcription completed to be able to interpret and contextualise 

the information.  Naeem, et al, (2023) further suggests that “this balance depends on 

the paradigm of inquiry, either post-positivist, emphasizing description, or 

constructivist, emphasizing interpretation. However, the thematic analysis approach 

could also fit a post-positivist paradigm” (Naeem, et al, 2023, p.6) (also see Howell, 

2012).  From the process of coding and analysis, I continued categorised the themes 

and ensured this is reviewed rigorously to ensure it is accurate.  

 

For the second phases of my data analysis, I remained committed to the validity of the 

information I analysed. Throughout these processes I used the support of my research 

team in seeking and developing my data further, and any inconsistencies that might 

be identified.  This phase involved repeated discussions, reviews and defining themes 

that at times meant, re-exploring different paths to explore the themes widely. This 

allowed for the data to be refined, and codes further reflected in ensuring themes are 

consistent for the level of interpretation required.  

Beyond my supervisory team, other reflection and validation considered has been 

through completing conference presentations that included talking about the 

methodology, emerging themes and initial preliminary findings from my research 

which has been positive for the research and its validation of the methodology used.   

 

3.24. Conclusion 

This chapter has examined the methodological challenges in finding somewhere to 

begin this research project.  This includes the complexity of having a discussion 
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regarding domestic violence and abuse and the sensitive nature of the subject within 

the Bangladeshi community which aligning with organisations that are supportive in 

talking about violence in the home and breaking the silence.    Such organisations 

were very hard to find and required extensive search and contact with organisations 

throughout the UK, that specifically work with Bangladeshi women.  It was only after 

many refusals that the host organisation agreed to support this research. Throughout 

this chapter, I have attempted to provide an accurate account of the methodological 

challenges in access and recruitment of women in talking about domestic violence and 

abuse.  

 

Thereafter there were many challenges in gaining access to women who struggled 

with their multiple-identities and needed to find time in the context of many fears, 

dilemmas, and limitations, who were willing to share their experience of violence. This 

was arduous, both for me as the researcher and for the women as participants.   The 

issues of been seen to be talking about violence externally limited participants.   When 

women agreed to participate, careful planning was essential which is outlined in this 

chapter; the care and planning having been essential to the success of this research.  

This chapter covers the multiple challenges in gaining access to interviewees and my 

conflicts as a researcher within the same community as the participants, highlighting, 

the insider/outsider conflict.    This conflict may have been considered in research, but 

for this study it created a layer of methodological challenge which I had anticipated.   

This chapter argues that my positionality as a woman from the same background as 

the research participants gave me a unique position when addressing domestic 

violence and abuse.   The women commented on being empowered by seeing other 
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women like them taking steps to addressing the inequalities they face; may not have 

been able to talk about it otherwise. 

 

Despite the difficulties and added restrictions of COVID-19, Bangladeshi women were 

able to participate in the research project and acknowledged that their voices were 

largely missing from research field.   Women were able to recognise the importance 

of sharing their lived experiences and wanted to break the silence about domestic 

violence and abuse.  Being visible is not only important for them, but for their daughters 

and for the future generations of women in the community.  I have argued that 

domestic violence and abuse needs to be illuminated and women given a voice in 

society and the community needs support in eradicating violence in the home. 

 

In terms of access to children, I have argued that this remains a challenge and 

discussion that needs greater attention in research.  Refusal of consent by mothers is 

more about their feelings about how children will be affected, which is not supported 

by research.   Research (Mullender, et al, 2002) has confirmed that when children 

living with domestic violence and abuse are asking what they need, their sample of 

children were astonishingly clear and consistent.   Most commonly cited was safety, 

closely followed by someone to talk to.  Talking to children about domestic violence 

and abuse is a concept Bangladeshi mothers continue to struggle with and, therefore 

refuse consent for children to be interviewed.  Consequently, children’s voices remain 

heard only through adults’ perception of what impacts them when living in violent 

households in the Bangladeshi community. 
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I argued that lived experience of women is better understood and narrated where it 

allows the women to share the understanding of their experiences and gives them a 

sense of being heard and the spaces available to individual women for challenge and 

change.  

 

Finally, another key barrier I have highlighted is research being conducted in 

languages other than English.   This chapter discussed the empowering effects of the 

women sharing their information in a language they are comfortable in, rather than 

through the medium of interpreters.    The techniques of their interviews poignantly not 

only supported the women in sharing their lived experiences but provided a foundation 

for Bangladeshi women to have a voice and make their stand in a language they and 

others will understand. 

      
Chapter 4: Individual experiences of abuse and Community responses of 

abuse 

4.1. Introduction 

Domestic violence and abuse are a highly sensitive issue for the Bangladeshi 

community, as is the case in relation to other subjects like, sexual abuse, sexual 

exploitation, drugs and alcohol and child protection (Bandari, 2017).  This stems from 

the political and social structures of Bangladeshi community and links to discriminatory 

attitudes within wider society.  These negative perceptions, and associated 

discrimination, are a continuance of injustice that is often amplified in society for 

minority communities, including the Bangladeshi community in the UK.   

 

Within this context speaking about domestic violence and abuse has significant 

implications for Bangladeshi women.   They are seen as the representatives of the 
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tradition and culture they are born in.    A great deal of responsibility for what is termed 

in this research as, ‘cultural policing’13 has been placed on these women in terms of 

monitoring their (and others) behaviour, and the upbringing of their children in the 

family and in the community.  The cultural sensitivities and dynamics which women 

have to navigate are rooted in historic relations and is based in the patriarchal 

inequalities which shape the role of women in the Bangladeshi community.   Having 

the space and the courage to the confines of cultural, traditional, and religious barriers 

is never a straightforward matter for a Bangladeshi woman experiencing abuse in the 

home.   As discussed in Chapter 2, the silence of Bangladeshi women, who may not 

want to speak about abuse is often misunderstood within a professional sphere as 

evidence of their passivity and unwillingness to cooperate.   

 

In this first finding chapter, I discuss the eight interviewees individual experiences of 

abuse and the complexities associated with the cultural, traditional, and religious 

context in which they live.  The women in this study spoke candidly about the nature 

and level of abuse they experience and the impact this has had on them and their 

children.   

The complexity of women’s experiences in the Bangladeshi community is considered 

in relation to power, age, and gender.  The chapter provides examples of different 

forms of abuse and how its severity can escalate.  It explores how family and 

community pressures contribute to the silencing of women’s voices while 

simultaneously sharing these women’s desire to break the ‘cultural privacy’ (Burman, 

et al, 2004, p.247) and to change the narrative about Bangladeshi women’s 

 
13 Having a police culture where values and standards imposed on individuals, affects behaviour and patterns 
that can be applied and held responsible for upholding certain cultural practices. 
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experiences of domestic violence and abuse recognising the need for them to be more 

visible, in society and within their own community. 

 

4.2. Complexity of abuse:  

When I started talking about domestic violence and abuse with the women I 

interviewed, Hannah, one of my participants summarised the issue when she said,  

“I didn’t even know there was a word in Bangla like domestic violence, is there? I heard 
people say, “betai marsion” (men hitting) is this the same”?  (Hannah) 
 

This is a question that perplexed many of the women I spoke to, where they may not 

have seen that “betai marsion” was an aspect of domestic violence and abuse.   

Instead, this was described as part of normal family disputes: men get angry and may 

not intend to hit their wives but do.   Because this happens in a moment of anger and 

seen as what men do, it is therefore not considered as men abusing women.  

 

Ruhi explained that,  

“Well what is my understanding about domestic violence? The complexity in 
understanding something like this is, well what my understanding of domestic violence 
is? I believe it is more than just being hit and there is more than just the physical side 
of being hit. I would have not said that until this happened to me.  It is something that 
violating me I was feeling like someone was controlling my whole life”. (Ruhi) 
 
Hawa shared similar views stating,  
 
“Whether you are looking at it from the angel of watching it on screen, so we’ve been 
brought up with a lot of Bollywood films for example and in these films, you see a lot 
of domestic violence going on and a lot of excuses for it as well. So you’ve kind of 
brought up in the culture that tells you that actually it’s something you should accept – 
is this domestic violence? Why would you question it at all when it is so normal” (Hawa) 
 
When Rowshanara commented that her husband hit her, she noted, 
 
“My husband smacked me in front of his family and they told me I made him angry and 
this happens in marriage when men are angry, I believed that as I had not heard of 
domestic violence, I accepted it happens in marriages and things will be fine again” 
(Rowshanara) 
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As demonstrated by the quotes above there are varying levels of understanding 

amongst women I spoke to about what domestic violence and abuse is.  Therefore, it 

is important to clarify uses of the term domestic violence, beyond the official definitions 

outlined in Chapter 2.  

 

Different uses of the term “domestic violence” itself demonstrates the complexity of 

the phenomenon for the Bangladeshi community.  As a community we first need to 

understand what is meant when the term “domestic violence” is used and thereafter 

unravel the community’s own understanding of the term domestic violence.  Within 

South Asian communities and given multiple different languages spoken by these 

communities, there is no clear translation of the term “domestic violence” nor an 

agreed term within the community’s vocabularies of what constitutes domestic 

violence (Menon, 2019).   There are different terms used, for example, nari nirjaton” 

in the Bangali community which means women abuse (in any context) and is not 

specific to domestic violence in the home or intimate partner violence.  

 

Within the Bangladeshi community, it is only during the last decade that the term 

domestic violence has been used to described men’s violence against women within 

the home.  It is therefore a new concept that is shedding light with the worldwide 

increased focus on the issues of domestic violence and abuse.   Many women in the 

Bangladeshi community both in the UK and in Bangladesh deal with multiple forms of 

abuse categories this in different ways: ‘domestic violence’, ‘marital disputes’, ‘partner 

abuse’, ‘intimate fighting’, ‘wife beating’ (McCue, 2008).  Other researchers have 

categorised abuse as ‘conjugal violence’, or ‘family violence’ (Hearn, 1998).  
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The concept of domestic violence has been explained as a Western world problem 

that has not needed to be addressed in the Bangladeshi community.   Women I 

interviewed spoke about the social norms and unspoken cultural expectation that they 

must uphold the cultural reputation and remain silent about abuse they experience.   

From these women, talking about domestic violence or abuse itself be a factor that is 

linked to their dislocation in the wider society, their place in the families and 

communities (Mullender et al, 2002; cited in Thiara & Gill,2010) and this presents 

challenges for them in even considering breaking the silence.  The potential 

consequences for women speaking out about domestic violence and abuse were far 

reaching and included the fear of the non-acceptance by their maternal family as they 

would make their family bizzat (dishonoured) by speaking about family affairs 

externally.  This is perceived to be more important than the abuse itself.   This is 

another patriarchal notion of keeping the izzat (honour) of the family and community 

which further disempowers women and means that women remain in the relationship 

and accept the abuse.  

 

All the women highlighted both internal and external pressures they experienced.  

Jhorna talked about the pressure she felt in maintaining and remaining within her 

marriage when she said,  

“It all came down to my fear, fear of what will people say, is it my fault? Who 
will be there for me if I leave”?  Jhorna 

 
 Jhorna’s fear of the consequences of not being able to make her marriage work and 

the perceptions of others played a significant role in her staying in her abusive 

relationship for much longer.   As with the other women in the study her internal fears 

were deep rooted.   She felt the need to keep silent about the dysfunction of her marital 
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life and continue to accept the violence as the only way of continuing to belong with 

her family and community and being accepted.  

 

These feelings were also reflected by Leema’s when she said that, 

“Affa when you are growing up you are told to make adjustment all the time. 
That’s what amrar shomaz amrar reh dekhai” (that’s what our community shows 
us). Afna tho amarar shomaj ra janion? (You know our community!). Leema 
 

Leema again highlighted the external pressure she as a women faced, as a woman 

“Pleasing the shomaz” (pleasing the community) was the reason she cited for re-

marrying and remaining within a violent relationship for many years allowing her to 

continue to uphold her place in the community as a married woman. 

 

Most of the women in the study spoke about struggling to understand the behaviours 

of their husbands.   Many did not recognise aspects of these behaviours as abuse - 

as Leema told me, “na mar le toh abuse oy nah” (if you are not hit, it’s not abuse).  

Subsequently, other forms of abuse, such as coercive control, were not necessarily 

considered to be abusive for married women in the house.  Rowshanara said,  

“Affa he didn’t hit him, but would swear at me and come close to me, but didn’t 
hit in the beginning.” (Rowshanara) 

 

Most of the women noted that the Bangladeshi community does not recognise abuse 

unless there has been physical violence.  This added to silencing women from 

speaking about other forms of abuse, including sexual abuse which is a significant 

taboo subject.   Many of the women said they would not have courage to say anything 

about sexual abuse, even to female relatives or female professionals.   They talked 

about a fine line between what is judge as normal behaviour and is culturally accepted 
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as part of the marriage, and what is abuse, for example a husband can sexually abuse 

his wife, and this will not be disputed by women themselves. 

 

Individual women are often discouraged to speak about abuse, as this will lead to 

social disapproval, hence the feelings of guilt instilled about speaking about abuse in 

women and girls from an early age.   Any social disapproval will therefore be shameful 

for the women, her family and her (mostly female) children, which leads to women 

internalising and become accepting of the abuse as being their fault.   Women say that 

they are told from a young age to accept what happens in the home as normal, often 

encouraged by other women in their lives, including mothers, sisters, mothers-in-laws, 

and others, who collude to keep the abuse a secret from the wider family network.   

They see this as a way of protecting the woman and supporting her in maintaining the 

marriages of their daughters, daughter-in-laws and sisters. 

 

Hawa further highlighted how deep-rooted she feels abuse is and how women are 

expected to accept cultural norms without questions.  She talked about the alienation 

often associated with women who are not “allowed” to question their circumstances 

without their own belonging and loyalty was challenged.    

“So, it’s a lot more- deep rooted than just something that happened you know 
for a very simple reason.  It’s a very deep rooted problem and it’s, as soon as 
a woman starts questioning this sort of behaviour, whether it’s from 
Bangladeshi or whether it’s from Pakistani, it’s South Asian mainly, when you 
start questioning this behaviour, that’s when the woman is unnatural or there’s 
something wrong with her, she’s, you know she doesn’t deserve to be part of 
this community, she doesn’t deserve to be part of this society and that’s where 
tables get turned.  So, instead of helping this person out, you actually get people 
pointing their fingers at them and making them into an example so that other 
women are too scared to say anything because they don’t want to end up being 
ousted or being classed as being basically a by-product of the community that 
they have been brought up in and that’s the issue”. Hawa 
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Among the women I spoke to, Hawa was not an exception, and many interviewees 

share that they feel they deserve the abuse and should not speak about this, given 

the consequences of loss of family and community. 

 

The women interviewed explained difficulties of living with extended family 

expectations that exacerbated abuse from their husbands.   Other women in the 

marital family were described encouraging abuse of wives.  Women interviewed noted 

that everyone in the families knew about the abuse but would not speak about this as 

they say they will not interfere between husband-and-wife matter.  

 

Jhorna explained how her mother-in-law asked her to keep the peace and honour of 

the family and remain silent when her husband hit her over a trivial matter when she 

was a new bride in a joint family.  She explained:  

“I lived with my in laws and when my husband smacked me, I told my mother-in-law, 
my mother-in-law told me not to talk about it or tell anyone as this will not happen 
again, so for a while I remained quiet till I went to my parents and so did the family, no 
one wanted to say it happened or what they will do about it” (Jhorna) 
 
This does not mean all extended families encouraged abuse; however women spoke 

about how they felt powerless when other women helped perpetrate abuse and made 

it seem as normal.  

 

The women in the study also said that the complexity of abuse is difficult to explain to 

family and extended family without having to challenge the cultural norms, and 

described this as a “fight”.  As their rights and ability to voice the abuse are 

compromised for the sake of the family unit, they recognised that their abuse was often 

minimised to keep peace and harmony.  As Hawa explained: 
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“It starts, it’s quite subtle, so it starts off with things like, it could be things like 
just the way somebody speaks to you.  So, it could be like just talking down to 
you.  I remember once being told something along the lines of my name (her 
actual name) and the spelling of my name and I didn’t question it, I just sort of 
accepted, because I didn’t want to start, and I think that was the main issue was 
the fact that I didn’t want to be a statistic, I didn’t want to be the by-product of 
my community.  I didn’t want people to say that I’d been fighting most of my life, 
you know against people who were doing wrong, that I just, and the prediction, 
I used to hear people saying about me that I wouldn’t last in a marriage because 
I wouldn’t be able to, you know. I wouldn’t be able to compromise, and I wouldn’t 
be able to be a good partner.   

 
And I think that used to play on my mind a lot, so instead of questioning things 
or fighting against things, it was accepting subtle small things and those things 
build up and they weren’t as, they weren’t so bad”. (Hawa). 
 
 

Women who had been married for the second time described how they struggled with 

the marriage and seeking acceptance of the wider family.   Jhorna spoke about her 

being called a “used women” as she had been married previously and therefore, she 

felt she was not the “chosen bride” and therefore, she was not accepted within her 

martial home, she said. 

 
“Finally, the day came, and we got married. I moved to live with his family in the 
North of England. Almost three days after the wedding he told me I can wear 
what I am used to, i.e., Western clothes as this is what he had seen me in 
before marriage.  
 
He encouraged me to wear them and then his mother started complaining that 
I am not traditional enough.  As soon she did that, he would shout at me, and 
then apologise (in private). I was there for a month with them, and his family 
started, especially his mum calling me all sorts of names. Calling me a “used 
women” because I was married before.  It was so hurtful, but I still stayed with 
them, as I wanted this marriage to work so much.  I gave up my job to move to 
the North and was beginning to feel I made a mistake already.” (Jhorna). 
 
 

Women like Jhorna can be particularly vulnerable to the abuse in the home.  She 

accepted that violence by her husband was inevitable as she felt she had no option 

other than trying to make this second marriage work.   This had meant that she 

continued to accept the violence in order to remain in the relationship with him.   She 
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had been brought up in a cultural context which taught her to make the marriage work 

at all costs, and as a second marriage it was felt to be even more important for her to 

“make it work”.   

 
 
4.3. Physical abuse 

The physical abuse many of the women experienced took different forms.  Broadly 

speaking physical abuse can include threats, bruising, kicking, slapping, hitting, 

punching, pushing, property damage and in many extreme cases women being 

murdered by their husbands, partners, or former partners (Hague & Malos, 1993). 

Many forms of physical violence can be life threatening, often resulting in external and 

internal injuries, permeant disabilities and/ or death (Hague & et al, 1993). 

 

In many of the women’s accounts in this research, they described deeply distressing 

and horrifying incidences of physical violence and abuse and the effects of this.  

However, their abuse was not only physical, but often took place alongside sexual 

abuse, sexual humiliation, psychological and emotional abuse as well as financial 

abuse.  They described examples of extreme coercive control yet did not feel this 

constituted abuse and struggled to accept it as such.  They spoke about the threats of 

violence to them and to their extended family members, both in the locality they lived 

in and abroad, mainly in Bangladeshi.  These experiences instilled fear which further 

prevented them in speaking about the violence and abuse, they experienced. 

 

As in wider research, women in this study described abuse developing incrementally 

and not as a one-off event (Katz, 2004; Stark 2009; Hague & et al, 1993; Afrouz & et 

al, 2018).  The occurrence of abuse and the shock of this, together with the lack of 
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emotional responses from their husbands, were found to be extremely difficult.   They 

talked about the emotional disconnect their husbands had with them as something 

they could not talk about or explain to anyone close to them.  

 

Therefore, they attempted to justify the abuse and accepted that talking about this was 

against their own honour, i.e., how can they tell people that their husbands have hit 

them.  Many of the women stated in the research that participating in this study had 

been the very first time they spoke about some of the abuse they have endured and 

for some continue to suffer.   The women spoke about the abuse as an embarrassment 

and shameful for themselves.  They felt that talking about the abuse was something 

that is very personal to them and therefore they could not tell anyone that they had 

been hit by their husband.   Often, they explained in their views they should work 

together to improve their circumstances rather than highlight the abuse which would 

be seen as a weakness in marriage. 

 

Women spoke about the abuse and spotlighted that once physical abuse takes place 

it is often repeated, and the severity of the abuse increased for the women (Edleson, 

1999).  This concurred with other research into domestic violence and abuse which 

has shown that once violence has occurred, it is rarely a one of incident (Hague and 

Malos, 1993).   Other research into domestic violence has highlighted that most 

research and interventions have been predicated on the physical model of violence 

on women (Stark, 2009).   Yet focusing on the physical model of domestic violence is 

also noted to ignore the many harmful effects of wider violence including coercive 

control and ongoing abuse which women experienced (Katz, 2016).   
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4.4. Links between physical abuse and wider abuse 

Women spoke about being belittled in front of relatives and their own children, which 

Shanaz spoke about, 

“The verbal belittling had been unbearable to live with” (Shanaz)  

where she faced the daily abuse from female members of her marital family as well as 

her husband.   

 

Hannah similarly described the subtle, but constant verbal abuse including compared 

to other daughter-in-laws within the extended family network and how she was not 

good enough for the family she was married to.  This included criticism of her not been 

able to speak Bangla properly (as her second language) although she felt that the 

same criticism was not applied to when her mother-in-law spoke about her own 

children including Hannah’s husband who could not speak proper Bangla, Hannah 

stated,  

“She (her mother-in-law) continually criticised me in front of people that I can’t 
cook, didn’t speak good enough Bangla, but actually my Bangla is 100% times 
better than that of her own children and her son. The one I married”. (Hannah) 

 

In keeping with Hannah’s observation many women spoke about how female 

members of their families would part take in abuse.  As Hawa explained,  

“What they would do is instigate it and they would be the ones who were able 
to then solve it, therefore they become extremely powerful in that moment. But 
if you look in hindsight, they were the ones that actually instigated the situation 
in the first place’. (Hawa) 

 
She spoke about abuse that was manipulative in nature and a concept that would not 

be considered as abuse.   For Hannah, as for the other women, there was a strong 

feeling of wanting to protect their family and one’s own honour was important to them 
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and therefore, they would often keep secrets from their maternal family, until the issues 

of physical abuse had taken place and they could not hide the bruising any longer. 

 

Hannah experienced a lot of threats from her husband, and she would often ask why 

other family members were allowed to abuse her and her husband was not challenging 

or standing up for her. She said,  

“He’ll get verbally abusive if I spoke about anyone saying things to me, he’ll 
literally come to my face, and he will yell, scream and shout, before he pushed 
me away in front of my children’. (Hannah) 

 
Similar experiences were explained by Fatima when she said: 
 

“My second son was born and from the abuse I suffered I went to baby 
depression (described post-natal depression). When relatives came to see the 
baby, she (mother-in-law) would say to the relatives, beti to aghe thakhi-o-fagol, 
aar akhon aro beshi fagol, (She was mental before and now she became 
worse). One day I responded saying, ami fagol ni na afnara shob fagol (am I 
mental or are you all mental) in front of relatives and my mother-in-law got up 
and smacked me. The relatives got up and left. They don’t want to be involved 
in other people’s conflict. When my husband came home, she told him I called 
her fagol in front of guests, without hearing the full story or my side he smacked 
me. I told him he would not have dared to smack me if my abba (father) was 
alive, but he continued to smack me”. (Fatima) 

 

Rowshanara summarised the physical abuse at the hands of her husband and her 

mother-in-law:  

“The first time I was hit was when my sister-in-law was having her chinni paan 
(engagement) in the house and I was doing all the cooking, despite another 
bhou (daughter-in-law) being in the house, doing all the party food, entertain 
the guests and look after my son who needs regular medication and changing 
of nappies. I asked to go to the room and do this for my son. Amar shashurie 
amara galagali arombo khorsoin (my mother-in-law started swearing at me). 
She said ami uftha monush ar ami khoter uffra mati (and that I am awkward 
and answer her back). When my husband heard this from his mum, he came 
and smacked me while I was holding our baby”. (Rowshanara) 

 
Rowshanara talked about not having another option but to remain in the house and 
explained,  
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“affa, ami jansena are ketha khortam, ami sabr khoria ghoro thaksi, (affa, I didn’t 
know what else to do so I keep my patience, endured and stayed with them at 
home).  

 
 
Rowsahana and the women I interviewed described the relationship between more 

subtle forms of verbal and emotional abuse that led to the actual physical abuse they 

experienced.  They commented that they were made to feel degraded and humiliated 

through name calling and physically being abused in front of relatives and guests in 

the house.   They described how small acts of abuse by members of the household 

as well as their husbands that then led to being hit or smacked.  

Rowshanara described abuse continuing on the same day described above, after she 

finished the family’s chores when she told me,  

“On the same day my husband hit me again, I already had bruising on my hand 
and face, he threw my son’s inhaler at me and used my son’s Bola Matic spacer 
to hit me on my head. This cracked my head, and I was bleeding, but he refused 
to take me to the hospital” (Rowshanara). 

 

Meanwhile, Hannah spoke about how violence towards her linked to a wider pattern 

of violence and abuse demonstrated by her husband.  She explained how her husband 

started to shout at the men when as the man whispered something and her husband 

thought he whispered to Hannah, as the man walked pass them on the road.   

 

Her husband started an argument with an unknown person.  When she tried to stop 

him, he pushed her to the ground, while she was pregnant and did not appear to notice 

she was hurt and crying.  He was described having a total disconnect of emotion with 

her or recognising she needed support.   She described as him having no feelings 

emotions for her or the unborn child to this.   She goes on to describe further physical 

abuse in subsequent pregnancy.   
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“Another time this happened affa I was pregnant again after a long time, he 
came home and I as a little tired. He said something, I said something back to 
him, not raising my voice and not arguing, but may have been a bit annoyed. 
He took his belt of his waist and started to hit me with it on my back, I was 
pregnant again. I was so shocked that nothing came out of my mouth, could 
not get a sound out of my mouth. His parents were in the house, and I didn’t 
even make a noise. I was more embarrassed that my in laws will come and see 
me being hit by my husband”. (Hannah) 

 
Hannah, like the other women talked about the humiliation and degradation by 

someone they are married to and loved.  They described minimising the abuse and 

how in many instants this seemingly encouraged their husbands to continue the abuse 

repeatedly.  They spoke about being pushed down the stairs, being sworn at and being 

physically grabbed by the neck in front of their children.  Leema highlighted the 

seriousness of physical harm she suffered as she said: 

“Affa, I argued with my husband about this continued involvement with his 
brothers and sisters even though they are in desh (in their marriage) and about 
a wedding proposal I got for one of his relative, while talking he started swearing 
at me and calling my family names. I was angry and I retaliated in swearing at 
him while both of us were upstairs and I was trying to come downstairs getting 
angry.  As I got to the stairs, he pushed me while swearing and shouting at me. 
I screamed and held on the rails and my son came running out from the living 
room. I didn’t fall but was so shocked. Without prompting my son called the 
police and ambulance and my husband just casually walked out of the house 
as if nothing happened”. (Leema) 
 
 

Physical abuse was described by most of the women as something that has happened 

to them.  The abuse took place regardless of whether the women were involved in any 

family matters or not.  They found themselves dealing with the complexity and 

contradiction of whether they are being abused or what they consider to be a normal 

part of their own marriage and lifestyle of the family they are married into.  The women 

wanted to be seen as someone holding the family together and were fearful of what 

their community would say about them if they spoke out.  Subsequently they remained 

in a coercive relationship rather than being seen as a failure as a woman.  Therefore, 
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these women tended to display an overt form of compliance in tolerating of the abuse, 

despite knowing at times that this was unacceptable behaviour by their husbands. 

 

As the result of talking to the women, as part of the research, there was evidence of a 

conceptual shift in their thinking of what constitute abuse during the interviews.  This 

included recognising that a physical attack followed by an apology does not mean 

abuse has not taken place.   

“My husband smacked. He was immediately apologetic and said he made a 
mistake and that he is not like that. He wasn’t sure what happened, and it could 
have been due to the wedding stress.  Like what stresses? He did nothing apart 
from turning up and saying Kobul, (Nikkah) like me. The family did everything. 
He then kept asking me not to tell anyone, and this will never happen again.  I 
did tell my mother-in-law. She was really nice to me and very apologetic and 
seemed embarrassed of what her son had done.  She reassured me that this 
will never happen again and that her son will apologise to me again and told 
me not to tell my dad and she will speak to her son, and how dare he does that 
to me.  I stayed quiet as I was living with them and wanted to come and talk to 
my dad in my house as I didn’t know what would happen if I spoke where I was 
still there, so stayed quiet” (Jhorna) 

 
Jhorna explains that for her remaining quiet was not about a willingness to remain 

quiet bit to ensure peace remains within the family – describing how female family 

members collude to keep the abuse remaining hidden. 

 

Jhorna was a Bangladeshi professional women brought up in the UK.   Like other 

women in this study, she talked about how the family abuse and the physical abuse 

by her husband had been enabled or compounded by cultural norms where women 

were unable to communicate or feel fully understood by the family and community, 

they lived in.  Therefore, they were aware of the political consequences of a decision 

to speaking to families and authorities.  They recognised that these decisions could 

be life changing for themselves and their children’s future, regardless of their position 

or professional standing.  
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4.5. Financial abuse 

Domestic violence and abuse in research has comprehensively documented multiple 

forms of abuse including physical, sexual violence, psychological and emotional 

abuse.   Another more hidden form of abuse that is seldom discussed, is economic 

abuse perpetrated within intimate relationships, (also referred to as financial abuse in 

much of the literature) (Sharp-Jeffs, 2015b).  Over the last decade there has been 

growing awareness of what constitute economic abuse and women being harmed 

financially within context of domestic violence and abuse.   

While the links between gendered economic insecurity and economic abuse are 

emerging, there remains a lack of consistency about definition (Postmus & et al 2018, 

p.1). One useful definition is that it is deliberate pattern of control in which individuals 

interfere with their partner’s ability to acquire, use, and maintain economic resources 

(Adams, et al 2008; Postmus, et al, 2012).  Other researchers have defined economic 

abuse that involves behaviour that are of control, exploit, or sabotage an individual’s 

economic resources including employment (Postmus et al. 2018) 

How financial abuse is defined and understood will depend on who is doing what to 

whom (Sharp-Jeffs, 2015a).  The dynamic of financial abuse has mainly been 

discussed in terms of elder abuse (commonly perpetrated by an adult child towards a 

parent). This is likely to be very different to the financial abuse within in an intimate 

partner relationship (Sharp-Jeffs, 2015b). 

It is only recently that financial abuse has been recognised by the Government as a 

form of domestic violence and abuse.  Sharp-Jeffs (2015a) has highlighted how 
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financial inequalities for women has long standing roots in legislation that maintained 

men’s control over women’s finances. 

In this study financial abuse was described being utilised in the same way as other 

forms of violence way to deter women from their financial independence.  The 

accounts of many of the women featured examples of their husbands monitoring their 

financial movements and activities and depriving them of any financial independence.  

This meant that they remained dependent on their husbands, and in turn minimised 

their resilience by making them dependent on their husband for daily expenses.  This 

was the case for seeking and obtaining food for their children and household bills.   At 

the initial point of this type of abuse occurring, women in this study noted that they 

were not aware of themselves as victims of abuse as they saw their husband being 

the provider and therefore managing the family’s finances. They viewed their financial 

dependency as their husbands’ taking responsibilities.  Although they may not always 

agree with this and wanted more access to money they did not consider this as abuse. 

Leema confirmed this,  

“I joined child tax credit as I was pregnant and could not work anymore, my husband’s 
brother who takes control and says he is supporting my husband’s and his other 
siblings financial matters had all my bank cards, pin number and he knew when my 
benefits would come to my account and tell my husband how much came in, so if I 
needed any money,(from the husband) my husband will give me account of how much 
I already had in my account and therefore will not do any shopping for his children or 
for food. He works and earns good money. He regularly provide financial support to 
his family without my knowledge, but I wasn’t allowed to gift anything to my family 
members without accounting for the money I spent, even on birthdays” (Leema) 

Shanaz felt her financial abuse went beyond her and affected her siblings.  She 

described her own experiences about her husband’s control and asking for money that 

affected her and her extended family, 
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“He would ask for money from me and tell me he will pay it back. He needed 
money to pay his own sister back as she is being hard on him and was being 
angry with him. I thought what’s mine is his as we are married, so I gave him 
£1000 from my savings. Thereafter he thought there you go she is easy and 
would constantly ask for more money. He will ask me to borrow money from my 
siblings which I did initially. If I refused, he would shout and come close to me 
and at a point will physically hit me until I agreed to borrow more from my 
siblings” (Shanaz) 

Jhorna asserted the worrying financial abuse she suffered and the impact this would 

have on her own family and therefore she had chosen the option of remaining with her 

husband to keep the burden away from her family and her siblings when she stated,  

“His financial abuse continued over many years. As I was working and earning good 
money, he will ask me for money for very expensive presents for his nephews and 
nieces who I don’t even know or have any relationship with. He is a professional too 
and earns more than me but will not give us anything.  If I refused to give him money, 
he would grab me, dragged me outside the house with the children inside and lock me 
out. I would be outside begging him to let me in as the children would be crying in the 
house”. (Jhorna) 

Jhorna continued to describe the long-term abuse she endured but felt she could not 

leave as this was her second marriage and her parents passed away.  She said,  

“I did not want to be a burden with children on my siblings as they have their 
own families and when your parents have passed away the relationship with 
your siblings is different and formal”. (Jhorna) 

Cannie (2022) found that, women who experienced economic abuse, were more likely 

to suffer from depression or attempt suicide.  They were also likely to feel unhappy 

about their experiences with property, socialising, visiting friends and family (p.72)  

Most of the women suffered long-term economic effects because of financial abuse 

by their husbands.  For some of the women mostly took the form of debt and destroyed 

credit ratings meaning that women were felt unable to leave an abusive husband or 

situations because of the financial legal commitments and debts in their name.  The 

situation ranged from Hannah stating that her husband seeking an account of every 
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penny of the state benefit she received, to Jhorna having to pay her salary which must 

be paid into a joint account.  Jhorna’s experiences of abuse was that from the onset 

of her relationship she was asked to pay for everything, i.e., food, bills and clothing for 

herself and her children, but her salary is to go to his account once she received this.  

She spoke about the lack of transparency in how her money was being managed and 

used where she had no control, despite her husband being in a high middle-income 

professional job himself.  Women spoke about their husband’s earning money, but 

they had no access to this for the family expenses or knowledge of their husband used 

this money for.  Some of the women speculated that their husbands paid for the 

husband’s siblings’ families and their children, but they could not talk about this or ask 

why this was the case. 

All the women in this study spoke about varied level of financial abuse.   Even those 

who had incomes have had access to their own funds taken away from them with and 

without their knowledge.  Their power over decision making about their money was 

removed and used by their husbands.  Jhorna spoke about how she felt forced to hand 

over her money for her husband’s expenses, when she said, 

“One day he came home and wanted me to pay 10K to buy a car. He knew I 
had the money, so he escorted me to the bank. I had to sit there while he did 
all the talking and I tried so so hard to get something to the person who was 
serving us to see that I am uncomfortable. Of course, the systems always failed 
us, and this failed too.  So, he got the 10K out with me. He bought a car with 
that money. Once we had another fight, he went out with a baseball bat and 
smashed the car in front of me. The neighbour called the police, they took him 
and then released him. Of course, this was my fault too, so what happened was 
another incident at home. Khala (aunty) he asked me for money as I inherited 
a large sum of money after my parent’s death which he took from me, my 
parents last gift to me”. (Jhorna) 

 

This was put in the context of cultural acceptance as this happens within the 

Bangladeshi community and the women talked about not wanting to challenge this. 
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There was no distinction of “his and my money” and they were happy to consider the 

household income as “ours”.  However, this was a concept that their husbands did not 

reciprocate or practice as the women described. 

The financial abuse and the subtle form of violence was a concept that had been hard 

for them to identify, particularly in the context of social attitudes and gender roles 

around money (Smallwood 2015).  Many researchers (Cameron, 2014; Howard and 

Skipp, 2015) have reported that women often only recognise financial abuse 

retrospectively.  This was the case for women in this study, they accepted that they 

were victims of financial abuse only when they left that relationship. 

4.6. Emotional and Psychological Abuse 

Women who experience domestic violence and abuse also spoke about the emotional 

and psychological abuse they suffered.  Research highlights that it is very rare for 

women to experience physical violence that is not accompanied by emotional and 

psychological abuse (Hauge &Malos, 1993).  Emotional abuse includes manipulation 

of the women and described threats of violence to themselves, to their families across 

continents, divorce, and other forms of verbal cruelty (Jordan and Bhandari, 2016).  

Jordan & Bhandari further explained that:  

“Emotional abuse can involve the use of intimidation, coercion and threats, and 
behaviours that minimise the victim’s experiences, deny the abuse, or blame the victim 
for the abuse and the negative consequences of the violence”. (2016, p.10).  

The emotional and psychological abuse the women narrated in this research 

explained the fear, isolation, and the intimidation they experienced.  Jhorna explained,  

“My husband had one of these episodes and he had twice cut his wrists in front 
of me when I became pregnant, all being it superficial. Him doing this so that I 
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would become more worried about him then to think about what he is doing to 
me. I was trapped”.  

 
“Like he will push me, come really close to my face, in my space, like intimidate 
me.  He will grab things and say he will do something to himself, like cut himself.  
He would then say I am making him do this. It’s my fault. In terms of money, he 
used his money on clothes and food, which he did sometimes.  If I refused, he 
would threaten me to say he will kill himself or cut his wrist as he is not 
respected as a husband and that he left his family just for me. I told him that he 
didn’t do that for me, and he made me move from everything I knew. But he will 
not hear that and became violent in the house. Number of times I wanted to just 
walk away from him, but to where? I had already been divorced once, and by 
then my mum and dad have passed away. I have a house here not having mum 
and dad is very different life even in Bangali families, I have nowhere else to 
go. (Jhorna). 

 
All the women talked about their emotional abuse including verbal abuse, threats, the 

threats of their children being taken away from them by family members.  Fatima talked 

about how she was made to apologise for incidents of her husband hitting her, but she 

needed to apologies to his parents as she explained, 

“My husband’s family will call my relatives (in the UK) to come to the house as 
my parents are in desh (Bangladesh) after the fight. They lie about what actually 
happens, that they will tell me that their son and my husband say he will give 
me talak (Islamic divorce) call me fagol (mental). What does my husband know, 
he is an uneducated man and does what his mother tells him to do.  He has no 
backbone. Despite all this, my relatives will tell me to apologies to my in laws 
and to my husband, even though I was the one being hit. I know we Bangali 
people do that to our elders, so I used to ask them to forgive me and accept it 
as my fault even when it isn’t my fault. What can I do, it used to kill me inside 
and I would cry” (Fatima) 

 
Fatima’s dilemma had been to think about the cultural values and teaching she 

received as a young woman.  She highlighted the need to accept that many issues of 

her being a married woman in her community is about making sacrifices even when 

she is suffering abuse and physiologically struggling.  Acceptance and seeking 

forgiveness from your elders, i.e., in her case her father and mother-in-law was 

considered as her duty and that peace in her family comes first, above her own self.   

This was seen as a way of defusing conflict and moving forward in keeping the “peace” 

in family. 
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This is illustrated by Jordan & Bhandari (2016) where they speak about common 

cultural values, including a strong belief in karma (duty), fatalism (acceptance of fate), 

and filial piety (family first, then self) when they worked with South Asian women within 

the United States.  

The women in this study had a shared experience of about being called a “fagol” 

(mental) being mental. This added to their already low emotional state and felt this 

was used to make them emotionally unstable to further continue the control within their 

relationship with their husbands and the extended families. The women confirmed that 

they themselves started to believe that they were becoming “fagol” as they were 

feeling low, depressed and not able to make decisions and living in fear within their 

marital home.  Their fear of being abandoned by their husbands and the loss of their 

children had more emotional and psychological affect which they described to be the 

most difficult for them to endure.  

Therefore, they spoke about how they often minimised the abuse as much as they can 

so that they will continue to remain in the house with the family.  They spoke about 

keeping their maternal families safe and not been threatened by their husband or the 

husband’s family.  To balance this some of the women became more isolated from 

their family as a way of protecting them from their husbands, as Hannah explained,  

“It came to a point that I feared going to my parents with him and can’t but feel 
that maybe he just wanted that so I will always be on my own and his family 
can do whatever they want with me. But he would insist that he comes with me. 
His parents would have problem him visiting my parents as a damand (son in 
law) but he would come so that he can create problems for me and my parents”. 
(Hannah) 

 

Hawa who described herself as a strong and patient professional woman also 
commented that,  
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“Like is said when living with people (marital family) they see faults in you, so they 
always pinpoint faults in you and then are sort of quiet, you know quite put it out there 
for everyone to see your fault. These faults are the faults that this person has. So, 
therefore if her husband is angry with her then he has the right to do so”. (Hawa) 

Hawa talked about how she felt blamed and stepping into her own psychological 

doubts that there is something wrong with her and therefore they are right to abuse 

her.  She talked about how this had significant impact on her mental health that she 

began to neglect herself, which had physical implication when she explained, 

“I actually didn’t value myself at all, you know, even, I’ve put on tonnes of weight on 
and really, really, I just did not value me.  I think that’s where the issues were, was that 
I was made to feel so little, so belittled that you actually believe it, that you actually 
believe that there is something wrong with you and that you deserve to be treated this 
way and I think that’s the key issues”. (Hawa) 

Hawa and many of the women had self-doubts about their own abilities of how they 

will manage.  The acceptance that something is wrong with them to be treated in the 

manner they were being treated at homes.   They felt isolated and worrying about 

their, their extended families and their children’s future as they fear that they have 

more to loss when speaking about abuse that is not seen and will therefore remain 

within their marriage and husbands’ family even if the abuse continues.  

4.7. Sexual abuse: 

“You know it’s embarrassing, it’s the private kind, and I have never spoken 
about this to anyone. But I want to tell you so that our women (Bangali 
women) know it’s not just me. He would want me to go to bed when he 
wanted to and didn’t care what was happening in the house or with the 
children, I used to feel dirty after that even though he is my husband. It was 
horrible and I couldn’t talk to anyone about it” (Hannah) 
 
“Affa, I always dreamt that having a close relationship with my husband that 
would be wonderful and romantic. But it was the ugliest experience, and I was 
petrified, and it was something he had to tell others after being with me, like a 
test of me and what he did. He was not looking for romance, he just needed to 
fulfil his needs and used me”. (Ruhi). 
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Sexual abuse remains hidden in most communities and a subject that is very hard to 

discuss, but there is almost a complete denial that it can and does happen in the 

Bangladeshi community, and in particular that it can happen in a marriage.   

Sexual abuse is defined as an act of forced sexual contact, sexually coercive 

behaviour or forcing sexual contact without consent.  It has also been referred to as 

withholding sex with the intention of punishing the woman or making her feel 

inadequate (Jordan & Bhandari, 2016).  Women in this study were often reluctant to 

talk about the manipulative, or forceful sexual aggression from their husbands or 

identify this as sexual violence and abuse (Jordan & Bhandari, 2016, p.11). 

Sexual abuse by their husbands is an area that women I spoke to fear the most in 

even mentioning sexual abuse by their husbands. There is a cultural stigma in 

speaking about these aspects of abuse as it had been often told to women that 

religiously husband has rights over their wife’s body, which is not an accurate 

representation of either their culture or the religion they practice.   This is used out of 

context using religion for the gain of their husbands.  All the women in this study 

described their fear in talking about sexual abuse.  They feel no one will believe them 

as they spoke about the fact that there is no such thing as sexual abuse within a 

marriage as the husband has rights over his wife’s body.   Yet again another 

misconception that women are led to believe and not to challenge it as abuse. 

 

Women talked about being in many aspects conditioned in not talking about things like 

sexual abuse as it is “shorom” and therefore as a woman you do not discuss or 

encouraged to discuss this aspect of sexual abuse or sexual relationships.  They see 

it as a private matter between a husband and his wife and so it cannot be abuse, as 
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this is what they have been brought up to believe.  However, some of the women 

spoke about this being used as a way of controlling them and continue the “private” 

abuse by their husband as the husbands knew that women will not be able to speak 

about this openly, as Hannah highlighted when she said,  

“He will force himself on me, just like that, and would be many a night. He used 
to say to me, go and tell whoever you want to tell what I did to you”. Affa, how 
can you say things like that to anyone”? (Hannah) 
 

Women like Hannah spoke about their outcome of what it will mean for them and their 

female child if they disclose that they are victim of sexual abuse in the home. They 

talked about the community and society knowing will mean they will be disgraced and 

shamed, where they will not be able to maintain their own dignity or save face in the 

community as a woman.  With regards to sexual abuse, several women in this study 

reported the different ways in which their husbands committed sexual violence on 

them.  However, they all hesitated in talking about this, the women did not disclose 

sexual abuse at the initial stages of their interviews and only spoke about their 

experiences when I specifically asked them.   As already mentioned in this section, 

sex is not discussed openly in Bangladeshi culture, and to do this is unacceptable in 

the community.  This contributes considerably to the lack of knowledge and myths 

about acceptable and unacceptable sexual relationship.  

When I began this study, I had anticipated that this would be an area most difficult to 

discuss with women who agreed to speak to me. I also potentially may not have 

anticipated how emotionally challenging this would be for me and its effect on me as 

a researcher and as a woman from the same community.   I did not expect to be 

affected to the degree I was due to my profession, as I have been for many years and 

dealing with issues of all forms of abuse as well as sexual abuse within children’s 
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safeguarding.  But the narrative of the abuse the women discussed was distressing, 

heart wrenching and uncomfortable to hear and at times difficult to believe that how 

painful it has been for the majority of the women involved in this study.  The stories 

they told, and, in the manner, they told them took courage and had been painful for 

them.  In many of the women’s cases they were talking to someone for the first time 

about the sexual abuse they encountered in their marriages.  Therefore, were offered 

therapeutic support post interview which they took up and informed me that this has 

been positive for them. 

  
Jhorna talked about sexual abuse that was persistent in her marriage and her fear of 

even pronouncing this was forbidden as she believed. This was her limitation as she 

said,  

 
“I become increasingly worried and scared as there has been severe incidences of 
abuse, physical and severe sexual abuse.  You know khala, it is so embarrassing to 
tell you this, these men have such rough sexual abuse of women. In our professional 
world we would class this as martial rape, but we don’t have the guts to say or even 
pronounce this out loud let a long talking about it.  They do this as they know Bangali 
women will never be able to talk about how their husband treats them behind closed 
doors in bed.  We struggle to say they hit us, and do you think family and community 
will believe us if we say this (sexual abuse) happens. They say in our religion a man 
has right over his wife’s body, but where does it say he has the right to abuse this 
body. They misinterpret Islam and women to advantages. Islam gives women higher 
ranking then these men, and it is men who interprets religion for us to their convenient” 
(Jhorna) 

 

Jhorna’s explanation of masculinity in controlling women in their most vulnerable is 

often defined through vigour and ability to control women has been apparent and 

disclosed by the women in this study. Jhorna explained the power dynamics and the 

use of masculinity used to silence women speaking about most form of abuse but a 

more significant of sexual abuse being an embarrassing matter that is further used by 
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men in controlling women in marriage.  Women talked about accepting this as 

culturally there is no perception of sexual abuse in a marital relationship.  

Jordan & Bhandari (2016) argued that,  

“The role of culture and religion in examining the women’s conception of the abuse 
they experienced cannot be understated. Women were more likely to be able to 
identify physical and psychological abuse as violence than they were sexual violence 
as such” (p needed) as many of the women I spoke to had strongly stated (Jordan & 
Bhandari, 2016, p.12) 

The women spoke about their own principle of guiding their lives based on their moral 

values, their individual culture, religious knowledge, and teaching, (limited religious 

knowledge in many of the women’s cases) as a woman of Bangladeshi origin and the 

importance of keeping the family together above all, hence often not seeing sexual 

violation as sexual abuse.  However, they did identify that the sexual violence they 

experienced had been severe in their marriages and for many of the women was a 

continuous abuse they suffered long term. 

Responses to individual abuse: 

 
4.8. Impact of abuse 

The impact of abuse on the women had significant challenges for their physical, 

psychological, and sexual well-being.  The impact of sexual abuse is something that 

has not be explored when speaking about the Bangladeshi women and the abuse they 

experience.    An area that continues to remain hidden and limited in the research field 

and to the community at large.  Women fear that the disclosure of abuse will highlight 

their weakness as a woman who is not able to have a meaningful intimate relationship 

with her husband.   And therefore, there is something lacking in them as women, yet 
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another aspect of blaming women and continuing the patriarchal notion that men are 

“entitled” and powerful and need to have control in every aspect of the women’s lives. 

The women described the challenges of being the person who must carry the burden 

of parenting their children and the cultural and social customs regarding their families 

both marital and maternal families.  This is a phenomenon that is very alien to the 

western world but may be similar to other minority communities when speaking about 

the impact of domestic violence and abuse on women.  The multiple identities a 

Bangladeshi women must carry in maintaining her responsibilities as a wife, mother, 

daughter, sister, daughter-in-law, and other relationships, represents over burdening 

of women within the house and community. 

The women talked about the unpredictability’s of their husband’s behaviours with them 

and their children, when Shanaz stated,  

 
“It became a regular thing. You know with him was very unpredictable, so with me and 
the children, we were constantly walking on eggshells, we didn’t know what might 
happen, if he might have another tantrum over something which is so normal”. 
(Shanaz). 
 
She went on to talk about the fear and threats in front of children and where children 

ask mothers to have a “normal” family life without shouting and fighting, hence the 

long-term effect of domestic violence and abuse on children.  They commented on 

how abuse in their lives was often normalised and talked about by others in the family 

and community.  It was accepting this as part of living within households with different 

personalities and conflicts and therefore will not see or name it as abuse.  There 

appears to be an acceptance that if a father was abusive in the family other male 

members are likely to be abusive, i.e., the notion of the cycle of violence and 

intergeneration of abuse often dismissed as a family issues.  This helped maintain the 
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patriarchal positions within families by the male members and restricted women talking 

about abuse.  

Alongside the abuse within a marital relationship, i.e., abuse from their husbands, most 

women in the study reported abuse from their in-laws.  This involved multiple 

relationships where abuse was present, even where the extended family members did 

not reside in the same home but had the impact that had been serious for the women.   

“So, if you’ve been brought up in that culture (Bangladeshi culture), why would 
you question it at all?  It’s only when it becomes, when it starts affecting your 
children, affecting other parts of your life and when you start actually seeing 
that, “No, this isn’t right because there are other people from the same 
background that I am from or we are from, that don’t have to go through that, 
that don’t face this”.  So, why is it that some people don’t face it and some 
people do?  And that’s when you start realising, “Okay, so what is this actually?  
Why is it that, even women, and this was the shocking part, is that women 
actually you know are the biggest supporters of it.  So, the older women, older 
generation of women will say that this is something that’s part and parcel of you 
being in the marriage and you are in the wrong.  So, generationally, you see it 
as being, you’re being told from every angle that this is something that you 
deserve to be treated this way”. (Hawa) 
 

 
What was also consistent was the worries women had regarding the wider family 

consequences of speaking about abuse in the community.  The concerns and stigma 

attached to women, their children, and the women’s siblings (mainly female) often 

restricted women seeking alliances or support on talking about abuse in the home.   

Shanaz said,  

 
“And I also thought about my younger sister, if I was to get a divorce from him, 
no one would marry my younger sisters and so on. Because there has been no 
other divorce in my family and there was that pressure on me, my mum 
constantly told me, ‘It’s OK, just ignore them’, all those things, to be honest.  It 
affected my self-image because they were seven females constantly putting 
me down because they had that one and only brother of theirs, they were 
constantly putting me down by my looks, by the way I walk, I talk, everything. 
So, after getting out of that relationship I didn’t get no professional help, I just 
built myself up from scratch with my younger boy”.  (Shanaz).  
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When speaking about the impact of abuse, the women themselves identified they were 

labelled as “fagol” (mental) when any form of challenges they attempted about the 

abuse by experienced in the home.  Being considered as fagol is another limitation 

towards the realities the women face due to what they believed to be the patriarchy 

approach in ensuring women remain silent.    Bangladeshi women had been a group 

within the South Asian community that has been much overlooked in research field.   

The issues of being called or considered a “fagol” have been overshadowed.  As a 

result women are often being overrepresented within the early stages of mental health 

journey, as many of the women in the study described.  

 

Women in the study talked about not wanting to be made an example of and worry 

about how talking about abuse will be that they are further discriminated and have a 

negative connotation as the “problematic community”.  This was important as many of 

the women spoke about other discriminations, racial, gender, religious and political 

negativities they faced for being who they are, i.e., being Bangladeshi, being a Muslim 

woman in the wider society.   They wanted to avoid being racially discriminated, hence 

not reporting, or speaking about violence in the home was the wiser option for abuse 

they experienced, and so their abuse and powerlessness was further overlooked (see 

also Goulbourne & Solomos 2003). 

 

4.9. A Sense of fear 

The concept of fear often refers to people’s emotional response to violence or a crime 

that takes place or they find themselves involved in, which can be derived from a high 

incidence of physical and social disrespect of individuals or groups (Taylor and Hale 

1986).   According to  Hummelsheim-Doss and Lysova (2022) early research explored 
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the relationship between spousal abuse and fear and found evidence that women who 

had been victimised by a male intimate partner were more likely to express fear than 

women who had not been victimised.  Women experiencing domestic violence and 

abuse are amongst one of the most vulnerable groups.  Their vulnerability is increased 

when they are socially isolated and lack access to appropriate support.   

 

All the women in this study talked about any form of abuse being hard and 

unimaginable to talk about other than physical abuse.  This shows evidence of abuse 

in physical term having taken place, i.e., having bruises to prove it happened and often 

may make it easier to talk about the husband being violent and aggressive towards 

them within families.  Talking about other forms of abuse, i.e., sexual abuse, financial 

or emotional abuse comes with a lot of fear of personal shame, disrespect, disgrace, 

and potential punishment where they talked about being held responsible for not 

pleasing their husbands and the violence that followed being their fault.   

 

The concept of culture of allowing men to have an intimate relationship with their wives 

even when violence has occurred is seen as a given right to men and may not be seen 

as abuse within many communities, including the Bangladeshi community.  Women 

talked about the deep-rooted sense of fear and the need to fulfil the expectations of 

marriage and family life, regardless of the treatment in the house and it is accepted as 

the norm as many of the women highlighted.  

 

Women spoke about the different level of fears and weighing up the risks they faced 

in their relationships. These fears are at a multi-level of family, extended family, 

society, and authorities.  The fears associated with their children and the children’s 
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well-being was a paramount consideration for these women and as mother wanting to 

protect their children at all costs.  They described the fear and the uncertainty being 

the emerging themes. The uncertainty caused the women’s fears and feeling of 

something will happen, and that uncertainty of what that “something” would be 

impacted and limited women within their everyday lives. The women experienced 

constant psychological pressures of not knowing what and how their husbands will 

behave when they are at home or come back home.   

Shanaz described,  

 
“So, with me and my children, we were constantly walking on eggshells and whether 
that would be in a vehicle while he is driving, so while his driving I would have to be 
extra cautious because my children are there, or he will speed the car, he loses the 
plot”. (Shanaz) 
 
Another layer of fear Bangladeshi women speak about is the fear in actual danger of 

what might happen within their marriage, i.e., the fear of being told that they will be 

divorced by their husband, and the extreme mental health pressure associated with 

this.  The women seen divorce as a personal failure to them and felt the community 

and society will perceive them as irresponsible and dishonouring as a woman.   This 

fuelled the notion that divorced women are clearly responsible for the violence they 

experienced, and least likely to be seen as a victim of abuse.   The fear of the 

community response often meant women remain silent in sharing their fears and about 

other’s knowing the violence they live with. The clear fear and concerns the women 

shared has been to disseminate how this information will be received in the community 

will affect their female children and their girls’ martial prospects where the reputation 

of the mother is highlighted. In the views of the women in this study (regardless of age) 

this reduces the chances of their daughters having good enough marriage prospects.  
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Rowshanara talked about how her family will say she is dishonouring them when her 

family continued to ask her to remain in her marriage and said,  

 
“You think if you become a divorcee that you’ll be happier, no one will accept you in 
the community, (shomazo amra basmu ki-la tumi etha khorla) how will we live in the 
community/society if you do this? (Rowshanara) 
 
The fear of losing family connection and keeping intact the family reputation often 

coerce women to continue to fulfil the duties as an obedient wife and remain within the 

marriage for the sake of her own family image as Rowshanara highlighted above. 

 

The women in the study talked about the many different layers of expressing the 

violence and fears they lived with.  They say the fears instilled in them are deep rooted, 

more of the power and control by their partners and other females (i.e., Mother-in-law, 

sisters-in-law) in the family ensuring that the women behave according to what they 

see as right/normal.   

 

The influences of how the violence takes place within the marital relationship between 

the husband and wife and its consequences is often dependent on other marital family 

members which increases the dangerousness of the violence women experienced.  

This is cited by the women as “tangling relationships” of both marital and maternal 

families and its consequences are not understood in the wider society and community.   

The fear that this makes the violence increase and achieves little in raising their fear 

of violence if they are then to return to the family after a period of separation due to 

the family pressures and the responsibilities placed on the women by others in the 

family.   
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They described that the violence occurring in a more gradual manner starting with 

psychological abuse in the home, for example controlling behaviour, Isolating, threats, 

jealousy and degrading of woman and her family and relatives openly.  This created a 

feeling of despair, anger, confusion and sever anxiety which further leaves the women 

experiencing cruelty and maltreatment in the family.  Women’s fear of her own safety 

and the safety of her children increases where she is the only protective figure at times 

for herself and her children, even within the extended family living arrangements.  The 

fear that their children will be removed not only by the authorities, but also by family 

members has been described as disabling for the women, as Hannah explained, 

“I couldn’t do anything in the house without my mother-in-law calling me names. The 
most difficult thing was she would take my daughter off me for hours so that I can do 
housework. If I asked, she would say grandparents always look after children better 
than the parents. I know this happens in our culture, but not like this woman, my 
mother is a grandmother and does look after my nieces and nephews when needed, 
but she takes my child off me and saying this is showing love to my child” (Hannah). 
 
Shanaz further explained her fear of losing her children as her husband would use 

threats of social care and reporting her as not being a good mother, she says, 

 
“He constantly told me that I am a very bad mother, he recorded me when I used to 
cry, he recorded me when I was talking to them, you know there are times you 
scold/tell your children off, he recorded me during those moments. He would say he 
is going to use those recordings as a way to take my children away from me, 
because he said he would. He used to pretend to make calls to social services, to 
the police saying that the children are scared of me.” (Shanaz) 
 

The fear of losing their children would refrain women from speaking about the violence 

in the home.   Many researchers (Haight et al., 2007; Humphreys, Thiara and 

Skamballis, 2011) highlighted that not talking about the violence can be a form of 

maternal protectiveness and the silence being another way of women accepting blame 

therefore may be more protective of their children and being able to remain together. 

Women described this at a cost of their own emotional well-being and their meatal 
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health at times, but continued to foster the mother-child relationship as the non-

abusing parent, (see more in chapter 5- children’s involvement) 

 

They highlight the constant anticipation between violence and the fear of the “what’s 

next” syndrome and the next outbreak of violence.   The women were fearful and 

preoccupied with this and described being on edge all time.  

Hannah highlighted her husband returning home and how her children would react to 

his arrival, when she said,  

“Their dad would come home from work and all three girls will be on edge, and you 
can see in their faces, they would look around to see where I was, cuz they would 
see him push me out of the way or ask me to the bedroom. I think my eldest aways 
knew things were happening (in the bedroom) and she was like a mother to the other 
two”. (Hannah) 
 

 Hannah described how her children feared being in the house and therefore she 

would often be compliant and invest her time with her children.  She continues to 

struggle with her relationship with her husband and in trying to reduce (the violent) 

outburst when the children are in the house, she engaged them in educational 

activities, which often failed. Therefore, the children also loss out and be around the 

incidences at home. 

 

Jhorna described how she constantly attempted to maintain a balance between her 

husband and the caring for her children.  She made sure that the children were safe 

and away from him when he became aggressive towards her or threatened to harm 

himself.  He would say she is responsible for his actions, when he would tell her that 

if she did not listen to him, 
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“He will kill himself”, yet another fear of his safety she felt she was burdened with while 

experiencing his abuse on her.  She continues to talk about how her son would fear 

his father and refused to go close to him, she explained,  

“Our son feared his father and will not go near his father. I became increasingly 
worried and sacred”, Jhorna.  
 
highlighting not only her own fear but that of her children as the psychological threats 

as well as other forms of threats and violence continued. 

 
The study’s evidence and analysis show that, all the women described psychological 

violence such as threats to them, threats to their family, threats to their children and 

the threats of divorce. They felt extremely ashamed and manipulated by their 

husbands and their family members. Jhorna and Ruhi talked about being sexually 

violated as women, and said,  

“There have been severe incidences of abuse, physical and severe sexual abuse, 

Jhorna,  

and Ruhi stated,  
 
“I felt disgusted. It was physically painful (forced sexual abuse). You know this is 
going to happen and I felt really exposed”. Ruhi 
 
Both talked about strong feelings of guilt for remaining silent in a situation and in such 

relationships, but felt they had no choice due to the family and societal pressures, and 

the fear of having their private shame made public.  The women described the 

emotional abuse and self-blame which they regret now looking back. The 

helplessness they experienced in trying to keep circumstances secret as long as 

possible had been a theme highlighted in this study.    

 

Despite the women’s perception at times of them being responsible for the violence 

that occurred in their lives, from all the interviews it had been evident that it did not 
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matter what the women may or may not have done, the violence occurred in the house 

regardless and they were unaware of the pattern of their husband’s violence against 

them.  Jhorna’s fear and the continued trauma she experienced had a substantial 

impact on her emotional wellbeing and at times she was finding it difficult to continue 

working and managing her family life.   

 

This research found that continued difficulties lead to psychosocial problems such as 

fearfulness, depression, anxiety, and sleeping problems.  This resulted in the women 

feeling shame and guilt and the extreme fear of their husbands blaming of them being 

psychosocially unstable.  This reflects other studies that examined domestic violence 

and abuse (Ansara and Hindin 2011; Fogarty et al. 2008; Mapayi et al. 2013; 

Skomorovsky et al. 2015; Stockman et al. 2015).   

 

Jhorna’s seeking emotional support had meant, she was not able to do this without 

her husband intervening and see her GP without him, where his coercive control 

continued. She explained, 

“This was relentless, so I made an appointment with my GP, he found out and would 
not let me go on my own, so he came with me. Again, I wasn’t allowed to speak, he 
said I can’t speak English, and this was easily accepted by the GP service without 
challenge. He charmed them and said I was depressed and was able to put me on 
anti-depressants in turn it started to make me more anxious, and I became 
depressed”. (Jhorna) 
 
The implication here about women remaining silent has meant that, if men are violent 

toward their wives, it is because they are responsible for the incidences, which is easily 

accepted within the family and the wider community, i.e., the women making him 

angry. The notion of the women being victims of abuse and experiences was more 

intense if they had been previously married. Again, this was taken as the women being 
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at fault of the occurrence of violence and her behaviour in the relationship often 

questioned. 

 

Moving from the fear, coercive control, and violence from the domain of the home and 

the specific culture of izzat and shorom, adds another dimension for Bangladeshi 

women experiencing domestic violence and abuse.  They fear talking about the abuse 

and the intolerance of authorities when they do manage to seek support.  Many of the 

women noted that they would not call the police or report the violence despite many 

of them being familiar with the laws and policies of domestic violence and abuse 

(through their work/support services).   

 

The relationship between the Bangladeshi community and the police is less than 

positive. There is historical distrust of police’s response to the minority communities 

both within the criminal justice system and reporting of domestic violence and abuse 

crime.  Within this context, the recognition of the forms of oppressions given to 

Bangladeshi Muslim women in society is a major deterrent when women consider 

seeking support from authorities.  

 

These assumptions are from the backdrop of the socio-political negativities and the 

media portrayal of the Muslims and Bangladeshi community as violent, described as 

Muslim terrorists and forcing women to veil themselves. It is often symbolised as 

backward, women being passive and oppressed by men in their lives.   With this 

outlook of the community, it is not surprising that intervention or the lack of intervention 

with women from the Bangladeshi community is considerably less, where they will be 

unwilling to call the authorities, like the police.  This results in domestic violence and 
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abuse going unreported and unrecorded (Aplin, 2019) and therefore there is not an 

accurate account of Bangladeshi women experiencing domestic violence and abuse.   

 
The women did not want to have formal intervention as this will be yet another 

disapproval of them as women in community and reporting may not assist them in any 

case, hence not wanting to be knows as a “bad woman” in the community. They also 

commented that their preparators were more skilled and knowledgeable about calling 

authorities and the law and will easily mislead the process intentionally when women 

are seeking help or talking about the abuse as it is easily accepted by authorities 

where men can still speak for the women even when she is there.  Therefore, this is 

no longer an issue of women not being able to speak the language as evidenced in 

this study.  This affirms the hostile environment where many of the women spoke 

about the significant layer of oppressions, they find themselves in culture, community, 

religion, and authority (Hoque, 2015).  Therefore, the women ended up staying in the 

abusive relationships much longer than their counterparts in other communities. 

 
 
 
4.10. Self-blame and blamed by others.  
 

Gender roles are central to people’s life experiences and opportunities and particularly 

in relation to domestic violence and abuse and women’s experiences of abuse.  For 

the Bangladeshi women the issues of what is socially, culturally, and politically 

acceptable often allows injustice to continue. It magnifies women’s disadvantages 

when they are victims of domestic violence and abuse and often being blamed for the 

abuse they experienced.   This means women continue to suffer from the social, 

structural, and racial inequalities when experiencing domestic violence and abuse and 

women being blamed for remaining in violent relationships.  A psychological 
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phenomenon deep rooted in society where it allows women to think negatively, and 

they begin to minimise the abuse and question whether the abuse has been their fault.  

 

Research has “widely documented women tendency for all women to be positioned 

as responsible when relationship breaks down” (Burman et al, 2004, p.339).   Burman 

et al, highlight that there is different strand of blame which may be drawn from the 

culture and community women belong to.  But regardless of the women’s background 

or ethnicity, women’s self-blame is citied as not wanting to speak about the abuse as 

their hope that it will get better or stop.   In addition, the women in the study have been 

preoccupied in wanting to keep the reputation of the family intact and preventing the 

image of family being seen as dysfunctional or “broken”.  

 

The women in this research spoke about the dilemmas and struggles between what 

is culturally and religiously admissible for them to do and what is in the best interest of 

their children.   The predicament they find themselves in is deep rooted than women 

being silenced about the abuse or being blamed.  They navigate the question of the 

gender differences in the community where women are seen as subordinate to men, 

a patriarchal view held in the community and the position of women is determined.   

This makes it difficult to voice abuse and therefore women often accept the blame 

placed on them as being the cause of the violence in the home.  They cited this to be 

keeping the family together and keeping harmony of the family environment.  

 

Jhorna highlighted this when she talked about how she felt she had no choice but 

being blamed for her husband’s decisions to relocate at a different part of the country 
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and she remained silence, a validation of the blame by other people in the family, she 

says,  

“Suddenly without talking to me my husband said we are moving, and he is making 
the arrangements. I asked where to and he was so abusive to me. My mother-in-law 
started blaming me, saying I am taking her son away from them. I was so isolated and 
confused and accepted the blame”. (Jhorna) 
 
Like Jhorna others talked about the guilt they experienced that affected not only their 

own family, but the guilt of their parents and extended families becoming involved in 

the violence and abuse.  Leema said her husband would involve her family in 

Bangladeshi and play what she called “mind games”, she confirmed, 

“He will call my sisters back in Bangladesh and complain about me, that I don’t know 
how to do things, mix with his family and that he has had enough.  My mum would get 
scared that he will give me talak (Islamic divorce), so she would call my mother-in-law 
and my husband and continually apologies on my behalf, but I haven’t done anything 
wrong”. (Leema). 
 
Women experiencing domestic violence and abuse have spoken about being blamed 

and disbelieved frequently by family, relatives, and professionals.  Victim blaming has 

been a factor for the women I spoke to.  They spoke about the judgmental responses 

received when they had the courage to disclose abuse.  They felt they were often 

responsible for the disclosures and therefore internalising these negative beliefs 

others have given them (Overstreet & Quinn, 2013).   

 

The women in this study felt they were deserving of violence and abuse (see 

Beaulaurier, Seff, Newman, and Dunlop, 2005) The validation of them being told that 

they deserve to be treated in that manner has been a factor that has been linked to 

the distress and hopelessness the women described when Hawa explained,  

“Women will say that this is (violence) something that’s part and parcel of you being 
in the marriage and you are in the wrong. So, generally, you see it as being, you’re 
being told from every angle that this is something that you deserve to be treated this 
way”. (Hawa) 
 



197  

Central to this is the factor that women’s silence has been the distress for them to be 

able to justify the abuse in considering the cause of the violence being themselves.  

This saves face from the stigma and humiliation and as they continue working within 

their relationship, regardless of the violence they experienced.   Self-blame, feelings 

of inadequacy and insecurity may lead women to continue tolerating the violence and 

abuse indefinitely (Sabri et al., 2018, p.15).  The experiences of being blamed and 

self-blame can have detrimental impact on individuals’ own self-esteem and as 

described by the women can induce beliefs in them of dishonourableness.   Therefore, 

they internalise the negativity and self-doubting attitudes and perceptions as an 

individual and does not feel able to seek the support they may need (Peterson, 

Moracco, Goldstein & Clark, 2008).   

Many of the women talked about proportioning the blame on them and considered that 

the violent actions towards them could be seen as culturally appropriate as found in 

other studies (see, for example, Dasgupta, (2000).  The fear of being judged or 

criticised as someone who is beaten by her husband was seen by them as “self-

shame”.   Women talked about accepting that they have been responsible for the 

violence that occurred is the easiest option for them to eradicate the continued 

violence.   This is an option that is normalised and accepted in the family and 

community.    

 

4.11. Feeling of deserving abuse 

Culturally specific concepts of izzat and shorom remains central to Bangladeshi 

women in keeping quiet about violence in the home and in marriages often means 

women feel being trapped in their relationship.   The conception of the violence being 

their fault, where women feared leaving their husbands and his family will be to their 
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detriment.   This is due to them being ostracised by their own families and community 

that further restricts their ability to make decision or take action.   Women becoming 

known as victims of violence can potentially have negative effects on their lives, their 

health (Grinshteyn, 2013) and the health and well-being of their children.  Some 

women feel they are not equipped to look after themselves or their children if they 

move out of the family home, emotionally, financially, and practically.  What has been 

cited as that, they have been told by their abusers that they will not be able to cope; 

therefore think they are inadequate in managing anything without their husband’s and 

at times his family’s support regardless of where they are in their lives.   

Neale (2017) explained,  

“Some explanations for domestic abuse centre around the notion of personal 
inadequacy of either the perpetrator or victim, (Neale, 2017, p.20) 
 
(Also see, Cowan and Mills 2004; Garbarino and Abramowitz 2009; Abrahams 2007; 

Abrahams 2010; Hanmer and Itzin 2000; Hester et al. 2007).  This inadequacy mean 

they question their own feeling of the abuse they experience.   They take individual 

responsibilities or the ability to change what is happening to them is often seen as a 

negative consequence and this will put them in a worse situation then they are already 

in.  It is also about the significance of cultural and childhood moralisation about 

acceptance and sacrifice women and girls need to make in family life, as Hawa 

explained,  

“This is allowed, this is fine, this is the way it is, men hit women, men are abusive 
towards women, and they have a right to be because they are men. And if you don’t 
comply and if you don’t follow certain things than you deserve to be beaten or deserve 
to be verbally abused, that’s the culture you’ve been brought up in”. (Hawa) 
 
 
Hawa’s explanation highlights that Bangladeshi women are conditioned from an earlier 

age to accept values and cultural difference and need to be more understanding not 
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to exacerbate abuse.  The patriarchal views that if women disobey, they deserve to 

be beaten. 

 

The cultural viewpoint that discriminates the parenting of girls in the community from 

the outset and condition women to sacrifice in their relationships.  Girls growing up 

within a multi-cultural environment where modern thoughts are if girls or women are 

educated, this is not an issue they will tolerate.  They are women who will be able to 

voice their discontent.  This is a misconception as women in this study has highlighted 

who are from different educational and professional stages in their lives. 

 

What is evidenced in this study is that the cultural consequences of accepting blame, 

being victims of abuse and being told they deserve to be abused remain the same for 

all women.   Women discussed that being obedient is the unspoken expectation that 

leads to women accepting abuse is something they deserve and should not speak 

about externally.   Being loyal to family is another serious issue for women in 

Bangladeshi community.  When they consider seeking support, they describe the 

feeling of guilt about exposing their family dysfunction in the wider community which 

may led to the breakup of family ties.  Family ties are a significant part of Bangladeshi 

lives and therefore the focusing on keeping families connected plays a crucial part for 

these women.  Cultural expectation of working in relationship regardless of abuse and 

make it work which all eight women in this study disclosed.  

  

The discussion about not being able to live up the expectation of the family life and 

holding the family together is considered being their fault.   Women spoke about how 

their family members would advise them to keep the violence quiet even within the 
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family due to their cultural practices and how it is rewarding for their children for both 

parents to remain together.  Jhorna highlighted how she felt she deserved to remain 

with her husband and deserve the abuse she was experiencing as she had already 

been married before.  Her sister-in-law, while she stated, well intended reminded her 

of the cultural dilemmas’ women are having to consider as Jhorna explained,  

“I disclosed to my sister-in-law (brother’s wife) what has been happening at home. 
She is a nice person, but her advice was, I was already a divorcee and now leaving 
him, the community will point fingers at me as the one in the wrong. She also said I 
should not speak to my brothers about this, and that I should think about my 
daughter’s future. So, I carried on even though I felt defeated and alone”. (Jhorna) 
 
It is not unusual for women who are being abused to sacrifice themselves in order to 

protect their children Gharaibeh and Oweis (2009), cited in Afrouz, Crisp and Taket, 

(2018). They take responsibility for the abuse as their fault, often lacking confidence 

of who they are and their capability, as Jhorna stated, 

“He tied a rope around his neck, or he would jump out of the window because I was 
going to leave with the children. I was so scared that he would actually do it, so 
guess what, I stayed”. (Jhorna). 
 
She goes on to say, “it was relentless”. (Jhorna) 
 
Like Jharna all the women in this study spoke about the constant looking of faults by 

other family members (mostly female) that is highlighted to the husbands that 

exacerbate the abuse in the home.  Simple connection or a visit to maternal families 

became a source of threats, extreme control, and monitoring, as Hannah shared,  

“He wanted to be there with me at my parents all the time and will insist and come all 
the time. I feared going to my parents with him. He and his mother would blame me. 
I got blamed for him going to my parents, even though I didn’t want to take him. Man, 
this family was like a double edge sword” (Hannah) 
 
 Hannah’s comment highlights issue, that is to maintain family harmony, and 

protecting reputation of family was crucial.   She stated wanting to protect her parents 

from stress, the control of her husband had meant she was never lone with her 

maternal family.  This adds to the women’s isolation when someone like Hannah stops 
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going to visit her parents due to the extreme control she experienced.   Thiara and Gill 

(2010) cited, “isolation was a commonly used strategy for all women, even when 

women had family in the UK” p.159.  Women often used this strategy in managing 

risks to themselves and their families, a way of protection.  Central to the abuse the 

women experienced, they would not reveal to the family the reasons for their visits 

stopping or reducing.  If they were able to gain courage to talk about the control or 

abuse, it has been either to the mother or an older female sibling.  They cite it is them 

who would encourage the separation or gaps in visiting to limit the family shame 

remaining hidden, hence increasing isolation and the women’s family support. 

 

Kasturirangan, Krishnan, & Riger, (2004) argued, family support has been an 

important factor for women, and it helps in reducing isolation for abused women.   

Having close maternal family connection also ensures the safety and care of the 

women and their children within the extended family in light of the abuse women 

experience once abuse has been accepted by the family. 

 

Women in this study spoke about having a double-edged sword for them initially 

sharing their worries and losing face in the family.   Thereafter, they felt further isolated 

that exacerbates the abuse in the home by their husband and in law’s.  There is a 

notion and belief held by the husbands and their families that the women are not cared 

for by their maternal family members which intensified the abuse within the marital 

family.  This left the women feeling helpless and shifted the focus of abuse way from 

that of their husband and more about how unloved they are from their families and 

therefore they deserved the abuse from the husband and his family. 
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4.12. Feeling of individual failure 

All the women in this study had a strong commitment and a sense of loyalty to the 

cultural way of family life and marriage.  They talked about being in families and 

together is what they grew up with.  The very essence of who they are and what the 

culture represents for them.  In this section, I highlight how the women present their 

viewpoint and the journey of them feeling a failure within their family, community and 

with their children.  For many Bangladeshi women this is also presented at a multi-

layer of feeling of failure.  They are having to steer action in striking a balance of how 

they present themselves that might contribute yet more retribution and violence.    

In order to regulate the aspect of violence, they often withdraw from familial 

connection.  This is seen as a strategy in avoiding over confrontational family 

environment and interconnecting of disputes that is beyond the family and country, 

they live in.  

 

As this study is a focus on the Bangladeshi women, here I discuss the aspect of failure 

the women themselves identified.  I will discuss the three aspects of women feeling 

an individual failure cited in this study,  

a) Seen as a failure as a daughter, wife, and daughter-in-law 

b) Failure in the eyes of their children, as a mother and 

c) A failure within the community – losing respect and marital status. 

In addressing the above, the backdrop of how Bangladeshi women see each of those 

roles is significant.  People are shaped by the culture, identity, and perception of where 

they belong and the roles they fulfil.   This develops their social identity, their 

development and ideology of family as an institution that guides and protects them in 

their lives.  A cultural and psychological view of wanting to do things right within their 
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prescribed roles, culture, and family life, while embracing the multicultural wider 

community they live in in the UK.  Women in this study discussed wanting to “make 

things work” within their marriage and family and the violence to stop. 

 

Fatima acclaimed her problems were more stressful before she could begin her 

relationship within her marital family.   By getting married she felt she could not 

continue her own role within her maternal family without the interference of her in laws.   

She was not only made to be isolated but also a sense of failure within her wider family 

network in not being able to maintain communication with them once she was married, 

when she said, 

“I felt so lost and alone. I still feel very lonely without my parents in the UK, and my 
mother-in-law did her best to keep the few relatives I have away. She used to say, 
relatives break marital houses, (meaning create conflict) and give too many ideas to 
women coming from desh.  So she kept them way” (Fatima).  
 
The women identified that maintaining family contact added to the victimisation of 

many women and separated them from families.  They talked about being a wife in a 

marriage that was insensitive and “shallow”.  There has been a loss of having a loving 

and respectful married life with their husbands citing the interference of other female 

family members. 

Ruhi felt she did not have any affection or attentiveness from her husband and almost 

from the onset of her marriage she felt alone, she says,  

“The only thing I can be grateful for is that he wasn’t interested in me sexually in the 
sense that he did not fancy me, I could tell he was not romancing me he wasn’t 
looking at me as, he just needed to fulfil his needs. No affection or care” (Ruhi). 
 
While Ruhi talked about her husband not being loving or affectionate towards her as 

a new bride, this was also featured with other participants in this study.  Rowshanara 

explained, she felt, betrayed, and left alone after her marriage,  
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“Whatever happened I got married and then my husband left me in desh for four 
years.  During that time my husband and his family did not maintain contact with me 
or my family” (Rowshanara). 
 
Rowshanara stated she felt humiliated both within her family and community, as being 

married and remaining in your maternal home is a stigma that she felt no one should 

have to face.  

 

The two women described the dilemmas they talk about and the unreasonable and 

cruel behaviours by their husband had meant that the marriages already had altered 

drastically for them and was already failing.  The violence within the marriage was 

considered as something that was unavoidable for them.  

Hannah spoke about her husband not having any feelings for her, when she stated,  

“He hit me and then stopped. No emotion or care in the world” (Hannah). 
 
Hannah described how she had been in love with her husband but felt he had been 

brainwashed by his mother and sisters, and this resulted in him “hating” her and lost 

all care and affection towards her. 

 

Apart from the lack of emotional connection the women talk about, abuse by other 

family members continued (see also Thiara and Gill, 2010).  All the women talked 

about other female members.   The position of mother-in-law and sisters-in-law 

resulted in the abuse worsening for the women in this study.  

 

It was further exacerbated for those women who were working and were professionals.   

The involvement of those who did not live within the household (mainly sisters-in-laws) 

would intervene not only in family matters between the husband and wife, but also in 

relation to the wife’s finances.  All the women felt this added to their husband’s 
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withdrawal of affections, respect, and the women’s autonomy in managing their 

earnings and therefore the drift and an image that they are a failure as an individual 

and as a daughter-in-law was persistent.   They did not live up to the cultural concept 

of the earning going to the household “pot”.  The women say if this was not followed 

through, they were subjected to verbal abuse, i.e., naming calling involved their 

parents, and their parents being spoken about degradingly.   

 

This is not a custom within all Bangladeshi families but has been a significant conflict 

with the professional women in this study.   Many of the women in the study found 

creative ways of managing some of the dilemmas, through social interactions with 

friends and others by having respite stays within their maternal families.  These 

relationships allowed the gaps and a break of the cycle of control even for a brief 

period for mothers and children. 

 

Women spoke about family and extended family members undermining the mother- 

child relationship.  I discuss this more in the section discussing the impact of domestic 

violence and abuse on children.  However, Hannah spoke about how her husband 

would come home, he will push her around in front of her children and play mind 

games,  

“He will push me around and the children will see that. There would be time when my 
children would be crying but quietly as they saw me coming out of the bedroom” 
(Hannah). 
 
Hannah reflected how she would feel helpless as her children see her powerless and 

her feeling of letting them down.  She goes on to say,  

“I was that they would go to school and talk about it. I grew up knowing social 
workers take children away. Whatever happens I could not live without my children”. 
(Hannah) 
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Hannah discussed that she would rather been seen as a failure in front of her children 

than to be away from them, as she will not be able to protect them.  Other women in 

this study also spoke about their children looking towards them for helping to stop the 

abuse and “fighting” in the house and making excuses for the behaviour in front of the 

children, protecting the abuser, as Shanaz explained,  

“I would explain to my boy about my ex, (separated) that he is not a bad man, that 
what he is doing is bad thing, but he doesn’t mean bad, that’s way he was raised. So 
we’ll get through it.   I’ll speak to him. And the more I tried to speak to him, the more 
he was taking my class (meaning that he was abusing) (Shanaz). 
 
Shanaz reflected about the difficulties she faced in balancing her being a mother and 

wanting to be seen as a supportive wife, so that in her view, her children will see her 

as a good mother.  The mother child relationships can be seriously affected by 

domestic violence and abuse (Katz, 2022).  Surprisingly, Hannah’s willingness to show 

her husband is “not a bad man” to her son was her way of trying to minimise the harm 

to her son and ensuring he does not grow up to disrespect her as a mother.   This 

meant she was being undermined by her husband in front of her children which she 

accepted willingly to ensure her son has respect for his father.  This is important to her 

as she says this is what is expected within a Muslim Bangladeshi family.  It may also 

be what could be seen as lessening “mother blaming” (Thaira and Gill 2010).  What 

was clear from Hannah was that her husband was not interested in interaction with his 

children and therefore, she was presenting the parenting as both mother and father, 

where she did not want to let them down, exercising some control in front of her 

children.  

Bangladeshi women are often stereotyped as being passive and tolerate abuse in the 

home.  In contrast, the image of being a “good mother and wife” holds high status.   

Regardless of women being born within the UK or abroad the feeling of pressure from 
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the family and community to conform is heightened.  Thiara and Gill (2010) identified 

that,  

“Making things better was seen as the responsibilities of women and the behaviour 
and actions of their husbands or wider family rarely comes under scrutiny or 
challenged” (Thiara and Gill 2010, p.161). 
 

Despite the silence of talking about abuse within the community, it remains important 

for Bangladeshi women to be seen as responsible and respectable.  Regardless of 

the abuse in the house all most all the women wanted to ensure they represent a 

positive image in the community of both the family and the women.  As having a 

married status means being respected, this has been an important factor for them. 

They will minimise the abuse where they felt needed to remain within the home and 

belonging as part of the community was important to them.    

 
4.13. Being told you are mad or mentally ill. 

It is well documented in research that domestic violence and abuse has significant 

impact on individual’s emotional, psychological health.  Mental health is often 

associated with an increased risk of abuse and abusers’ involvement of violence.  

According to Khanum (2018) 

“Women who have been abused by someone who was close to them - for example, 

by partners or former partners - are likely to find that the process of recovery can take 

a long time. They may experience grief, pain, and a deep sense of loss, very similar 

to bereavement; their trust will have been betrayed, and their self-esteem and 

confidence will be shattered”. (Khanum 2018, p.40).  

 
When mental health is discussed within the Bangladeshi community, as with other 

form of abuse, it is something that is not an acceptable topic for discussion.  Stigma is 



208  

attached to having a person with mental health difficulties, and even a greater 

embarrassment having a daughter-in-law who might be mentally ill or depressed.    

  

Mental health has been dismissed or covered by describing someone as a little 

“eccentric” rather than having a mental health difficulty.  Because of stigma and fear 

of being discredited mental health often referred as an informal state of how one 

behaves.  The women spoke about being called a “fagol” as a way of dismissing their 

emotional needs and dismissing the need for support.  Having a diagnosis is 

considered a western concept and labelling of individual what is often considered 

unnecessary.  Bondi & Burman (2001) state  

“What is considered ‘normal’ or typical or acceptable, ‘mental health’ remains 
unspecified and shrouded in mystery and assumption” (Bondi & Burman 2001, p7).   
 
Mental health has a dominant model within the medical field in considering the distress 

and well-being of individuals which has the historical discussion of medical approach.   

 

 Understanding being considered as fagol with the Bengali context is different as a 

cross cultural discussion about individuals mental wellbeing.   Here I discuss how the 

women experiencing domestic violence and abuse have been labelled as mental with 

the sample group as they say this was convenient for their husband and his family in 

often discrediting the women.   This has been considered as another way of retaining 

the dominance, power and control and discrediting them as being “fagol” in refuting 

abuse happened in the family.  This has highlighted that the violence and when 

violence is prolonging the psychological impact this has intense for these women. 

Although not strongly admitted they also described the significant impact violence had 

on their children as well. 
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The power and control their husband and other family members had that affected the 

women in emotional and psychological functioning as Fatima explained she had her 

baby and the loss of her father meant she was grieving and feeling low.  She felt as 

this was a natural process of grieving and crying, however she says  

 
“My mother-in-law had her reason for wanting me to leave her juriyre (gambling) son.  
When relatives come to see the baby, she will say, beti to aghe thakhi-o- fagol (she 
was mental before) and will say that I’ve gone worse” (Fatima). 
 
Fatima described how this was used to discredit her in front of relatives and other 

people, labelling her which caused distress and anxiety.  This was one of the ways 

preparator’s were able to deny the abuse taking place that Fatima was experiencing 

as she was considered as having symptoms of being a fagol and confused.   The 

implication is that the family would not be needing to justify the behaviour and Fatima 

would be discredited based on her emotional and mental well-being and not able to 

function within the home. 

 

Leema confirmed her husband’s family will always refer to her as being “hot headed” 

and fagol.  Her husband would say this when she complained about him not taking 

responsibilities and would physically abuse her saying she is mental.   She stated this 

was another way of him blaming her for things going wrong in the house.   But he 

continued to tell his family that she is “hot headed” an aspect that was believed without 

questioning.   This reflects a patriarchal position of power men have when they are 

believed without challenge and the women’s version often reject, as highlighted by 

Leema.   The women in this study highlighted their individual struggles and fought 

through without any acceptance that they are not fagol.  What they were not able to 

question had been if they are fagol why support or services were not identified and 

why the husband’s version of their mental health is so readily accepted. 
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However, the stark reality some of the women faced had been that perpetrators often 

charmed their way in getting women diagnosis and seeking medication for their wives.  

A struggle Jhorna talked about when she said,  

“I wasn’t allowed to speak (despite her being a professional women), and he said I 
didn’t speak English, the GP accepted his explanation. He charmed his way saying I 
am depressed and got anti depression tablets for me”. (Jhorna) 
 
The struggle of the women’s individual acute abuse and violence had further 

complicated the already blurred position of mental health within a community that is 

ambivalent and at times denies issues of mental health.  It was clear across these 

accounts that the complexity of women’s abuse had been minimised, labelled and little 

offering of the impact of the violence is being challenged both in the community in 

support services and in the discourse of academia.   

  

4.14. Conclusion: 

In this chapter I highlighted the complexity of abuse and the different level of abuse 

they experience and why women do not see the abuse.  They spoke about the severity 

of abuse yet did not feel they can speak to their network.  The chapter explored the 

conceptualisation is that if the abuse was not physical it is not abused, and this was a 

strong acceptance despite the many of the women being professional women.  

Therefore, what has been affirmed that it is more of not wanting to talk about the abuse 

in what they see as a patriarchal approach within the community that the women will 

not be believed.  A notion all the women spoke about. 

 

The women described a myriad of preparators behaviours in controlling them, but they 

set to minimise the abuse to keep their family relations together.  The chapter talks 
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about the women disproportionally experienced extreme sexual abuse and violence 

which they were not able to speak about and left they deserved the abuse.  This was 

often affirmed using religion in saying the men has power and control over the 

women’s body. The coercive nature of abuse was often justified by the women as part 

and parcel of marriage and culturally accepted even when they were deprived of 

independence and decision-making abilities.  

  

I highlight in seeking prevalence of coercive control of women in Bangladeshi 

community is difficult as reporting of abuse is significantly reduced.  There are no 

precise or accurate perveance of the nature of abuse women experience, therefore 

establishing the level of abuse is limited.  Women discussed the multiple methods of 

abuse and from different perpetrators, yet they fear speaking about abuse and will 

accept they and their children are not always victims unless physical abuse has taken 

place.    

 

Women had a deep sense of failure both at a family and community level which 

prevents them from disclosing abuse.   There is strong pride that they did not want to 

be seen as a failure in the eyes of their children as a mother.  The women say as their 

deep disturbing factor that they are labelled as mad.   And calling them mad is another 

factor in discrediting them, adding to the already stigmatising as a group of women 

who are not worthy.  They affirm the stigma of being mad/mental is a significant in the 

community and they do not need to be known as mentally ill as well as being abused. 
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Chapter 5:  The role of culture and religion  

 
5.1. Introduction  

This chapter discusses what is meant when we talk about understanding culture and 

cultural practice when domestic violence and abuse or gender base violence is 

discussed in Bangladeshi community.  The chapter then explores the dilemmas of 

recognition, or the lack of recognition of abuse within the wider Bangladeshi 

community in the UK.    It considers whether the community acknowledges domestic 

violence and abuse as an issue and the challenges women encounter when 

approaching organisation, they are familiar with.     

 

The chapter explores how participants viewed marriage and family unity.  This includes 

perceptions of marriage and divorce and why women highlight the importance of 

retaining their marital status despite the continued abuse in their marriages.  

Importantly, it also relates to the difficulties women experienced when they explored 

their options about whether to remain or leave a violent relationship.  Finally the 

chapter concludes by looking at the power dynamics/relationships that often exist 

within extended intergenerational households, despite evidence of changing attitude 

and practices.  The chapter considers the positive and negative implications of 

relationships with the extended family for women and children living with domestic 

violence and abuse is present. 

 

5.2.  Lack of recognition of abuse 

Before addressing the lack of recognition of abuse within any community, it is 

important that there is a clear understanding that culture and religion should not be 
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misunderstood and put in the same category when discussing abuse of women.   As 

earlier chapters have illustrated, domestic violence and abuse is often seen through a 

Eurocentric lens, viewing different cultures and cultural practices as problematic.     

Haque (2015) cites Taylor’s (1994) argument that,  

“non-recognition or misrecognition can inflict harm, can be a form of oppression, 
imposing on someone a false distorted and reduced mode of being’ (Haque 2015. 
p.17).    
 
Presenting a stereotypical view of minority communities as only associated with 

honour killing and Muslim being terrorist, radicalised, and oppressive to women 

disadvantages these communities in serious ways.   Such views are counterproductive 

to the community and women’s interest, adding to the oppression they experience 

within the community and as women of colour in seeking support.   Women experience 

many level and different oppressions that stems from patriarchal structures, making 

acceptance and non-recognition of abuse is widespread in all communities.   

Patriarchy affects women in many practices within the Bangladeshi household, 

including class, education, and family positioning in the community, and this was 

reflected in the accounts of the women interviewed.    

 

The views of the community were of great significance for the women interviewed.  All 

were conscious of the expectation placed on them as women and girls to maintain 

their honour and the image of the community.   As Shanaz explained:  

“There was never a limitation of doing anything or anything such (in the family), but 
like I said the community played a big role on how they would say and think, and so 
that kind of had a huge impact on us siblings in some ways. When I say community, I 
mean the Bangladeshi community” (Shanaz). 
 
Shanaz went on to say that in marriage the issues of having a good zaath (class) was 

important only because the community will talk if this was not the case.  However, she 

was clear this only happens if you are marrying a Bengali.  In a marriage outside of 
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the culture, she felt, no one cares about their zaath.   In her view the fact she was 

marrying a Bangali had placed her parents under enormous pressure from the 

community to maintain class status, but at the same time to have daughters in the 

family married quickly.  This is a practice that continues in many families.  While the 

younger generation of Bangladeshis in the community are moving away from 

considering zaath when seeking their children’s marriage prospect, it remains another 

unspoken divide within the community relating to marriage that women in this study 

talked about.  They are women of the new generation, educated and confident as well 

as economically independent, however continued fears of community and belonging 

has been a factor in whether they speak about the abuse or remain silent. 

 

This fear highlighted the privilege men have in dominating the community and its 

resources.  The women felt they were not viewed sympathetically.  

Leema identified with this when she explained,  

“In our community everything is a women’s fault.  With all that happened, not one 
person asked what he did, they all kept saying I must have done something. And the 
police not taking him or taking action shows it was my fault and that’s what they said”. 
(Leema) 
 
Women talked about how the cultural values are often changed to maintain men’s 

status in the hierarchy.   Women feel that, despite having the same Bangladeshi 

cultural values, the men are held in superior position regardless of the abuse they 

might inflict on women.  Therefore, abuse is often dismissed and not recognised as 

having taken place especially if there is no physical evidence present.  This disregards 

the continued and extreme coercive control women experience that is accepted as 

something that happens in marriages. 

 



215  

Ruhi explained that the issues of feeling subordinated with her husband was as he 

felt,  

“He felt he was superior as he was a man, and he thinks his more upper class.  That 
he has some kind of ultimate superior status as a man” (Ruhi).   
 

Ruhi’s explanation was that male privilege meant the male version of abuse is more 

readily accepted.  This further limits women speaking about abuse as they say nothing 

will come out of reporting or talking about abuse in the community.  Reporting, while 

continuing to live in the family, could increase the abuse.  

 

The women in this study said that there had been pressure to think about the family’s 

position within the community.   Inaction was therefore a better outcome for women 

and particularly for their daughter’s future.   Jhorna highlighted that being from an 

influential family resulted in greater pressure to remain quiet despite people knowing 

about abuse taking place.   It is these practices women struggle with despite being 

women who are confident, professionals, and in many ways breaking certain barriers 

within the mainstream society, but unable to have visibility within community as women 

who experience domestic violence and abuse.  

 

5.3.  Community and exclusion of domestic violence and abuse 

As with many communities where domestic violence and abuse is prevalent, women 

struggle to have their voice heard as abused women in the community.   Masculinity 

is promoted throughout the community’s culture and gender difference are seen as 

important between boys and girls.   This sets in motion the inequalities within the 

gender roles at an early stage in life, and these than becomes normalised in families 

and communities.    



216  

Within a family context and social structural setting keeping family honour plays a 

significant part in Bangladeshi women’s position within her own family and community.   

This perception begins with the differences in parenting what I would say as ‘gender 

preferential parenting’.   This practice is widely accepted by the community and was 

talked about as significant by women interviewed.  Children are affected by the belief 

and cultural practices their parents adopt, and therefore patriarchal practices 

continues in the structure of home and in society.    

 

Women in this study spoke about a number of day-to-day constraints on their lives for 

example, having their character questioned if they socialise even after marriage.   

When women are experiencing domestic violence and abuse, this becomes another 

factor for which they are victimised for.  Ruhi revealed:  

“He would blame me for being on the phone. Will insinuate that I must be speaking to 
somebody, that I’m hiding from him and then he’s being very suspicious. So, I would 
text my family and he would be like, right, what’s happening.  He would be like are you 
telling them about me. I started hiding things from him, and then it was full on war”. 
(Ruhi) 
 
She talked about how she continues to keep a public persona within her family that 

was acceptable while living with the high level of coercion and threats she continued 

to receive from her husband.   This was known in the community, extended family, 

and her immediate family, but there was no intervention.  Her perpetrator/abuser was 

successful in finding ways of threating her in non-violent manner when he needed to 

present himself as a good citizen in the eye of the community.  But the abuse continued 

within the home for Ruhi.   This was something all the women spoke about which 

played a part in discrediting them by their abusers in front of the community.  Women 

spoke about it being easier to remain silent, as Rowshanara specified when she said:  

“I had a bit of confidence to think again see that there are people outside the family 
home who will be willing to help.  But my own family, my mum and dad who are in 
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Bangladesh were not willing for me to do anything, to keep the peace and save their 
face in the community.  They thought about everyone needs, not mine” (Rowshanara). 
 
Rowshanara’s comment clarifies the lack of support for women even within their own 

families.  This has significant emotional and psychological impact on their lives as they 

feel abandoned in the process of upholding the family and community image.  

Women’s opportunities to talk about the abuse are extremely limited, as disclosing 

abuse only means they are shamed and embarrassed and seen as a failure.   The 

mounting pressures women experience in maintaining the perfect family image means 

they remain in complex, painful and unpredictable relationships and victimised by 

husbands and other family members, while having the sole responsibilities for the 

protection and education of their children.   As a result, women in Bangladeshi 

community who experience domestic violence and abuse are less likely to disclose 

violence and seek help both from the community and from external support services. 

As the same time the women in the study talked about their own “self-honour” 

disregarded by community and support services after finding courage to speak about 

the abuse they experienced and feeling not being believed or heard.  The women 

talked about double standards of male figures in their lives and, how it is when women 

in the family of their preparators who might be abused are managed and supported by 

their preparators themselves.  It is their abusers who are first on hand to condemn the 

abuse and seek to resolve and support the women in their family (mainly sisters) 

issues and violence they experience.  Leema eloquently put her views when she said, 

“They abuse other men’s daughters, when something like this happens to their 
families, they are very different, double standards affa. (Leema) 
 
Leema’s comment explains the difficulties and how women suffer injustices while they 

continue to maintain the home that is abusive and restrictive for them. 
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The eight women also presented their experiences of how the abuse had been 

dismissed when they approached members of the community and making them feel 

the fear of brining the family at disrepute.   These experiences reinforced the 

oppression they faced in the family.  This was further complicated by women’s lack of 

trust in organisations who they see as discriminatory and often racist when they had 

contacted them, i.e., the police and social service were the organisations women 

feared the most.  Therefore women remain in a violent relationship much longer where 

their needs are ignored, and their voices silenced (Meetoo & Mirza, 2007).  

 

5.4.  Marriage 

Muslims enter marriages using the Qu’ran and Sunnah as guidance to the marriage 

and the duty it places on the man and the women.  There are many generalised 

assumptions about what this means, including the idea of women having forced into 

marriage.  However, the principle of Islamic marriages is clear in its practice, namely 

that both parties should enter marriage with informed consent and without any 

pressure.  There is no doubt forced marriage continues to be a concern and women 

and men are victims of forced marriage, which is neither Islamically nor culturally 

acceptable.  

However, in this section, I discuss marriage within the Bangladeshi community context 

and how marriage is reflecting the changing environment within the community in the 

UK.   I suggest that marriage is changing in the community (Barrington, 2020).   The 

younger Bangladeshi generations approach to marriage is evolving, for example, as 

within the mainstream British society and the digital world of seeking partners online 

as become a phenomenon (De Rooij, 2020).   This is a complete shift from the vast 

traditional approach to marriage in the community.  Despite these changes in the 



219  

community, there continues to be stigma attached to divorce and second marriages 

for women.  The challenges women face and the lack of acceptance of divorce forces 

women to continue living in what they called a “shallow” marriage.  

  

This section talks about how the women sees the community as restrictive in 

supporting and address this challenge of marriage and divorce from their point of view. 

 

a) Understanding marriage within the community 

Marriage within the Bangladeshi community signifies tradition and continuation of 

traditional practices.  It is a grand occasion for many families often showcasing social 

status, wealth, and family togetherness in their ceremonies of marriage.  Weddings in 

the community have become extravagant and costly for many families.  However, the 

Covid19 pandemic generated a phase for the community of small weddings.  This also 

gave rise to concerns about the lack of knowledge of abuse women experienced 

throughout the pandemic with short notice and forced marriages taking place without 

authorities or extended families knowing.  It has been difficult to quantify the extent of 

those marriages and how many women and girls were affected within the community. 

 
Marriage is seen as a means of a tranquil union as described above.  Any justification 

of the abuse of women is in opposition to what Allah has revealed and the example of 

the life of the beloved Prophet Muhammad (PBUH).  While I am not discussing the 

scholarly Islamic teaching by any means, there are basic teaching of Islam that is 

identified within the general population of the Bangladeshi community, the majority of 

whom practice the Islamic faith and Islamic teaching.  When speaking of marriage, it 

has been stated within the Holy Quran, Sura 30: 21; 
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“And among His signs is this: He created for you mates from among yourselves, 
that ye may dwell in tranquillity with them, and He has put love and mercy 
between your (hearts): Verily in that are signs for those who reflect.” (Holy 
Quran, Sura 9, verse 71), (Mohammad and Ibrahim,2010, p.10). 

 
As a community and being Muslim there is an understanding that violence and 

coercion in marriages has been used as a tool to control women within the domestic 

violence and abuse households. As already mentioned, religion is often misused in 

marriages and the role of wives are seen as subordinate to that of her husband which 

is explained as resulting from to be religion.  The concept of submission to the husband 

is more about male dominance and power than about religion and what religion says 

about women and marriage. 

 
Within Islamic practices (see Chapter 2) the marriage is entered through Nikkah, and 

exchanging of Mahr into mutual contract with the rights and duties prescribed in Islam 

within marriage for both man and women.   Along with the Islamic marriage, the 

Bangladeshi community has the traditional marriages that are customary across the 

community.  Some marriages include a civil marriage, although some of the women 

highlighted the resistance to civil marriage within their second marriages on the part 

of their husbands and their families.  

 

When discussing marriage within Bangladeshi community, women enter marriage 

through two routes, firstly, an arranged marriage (often known as a semi-arranged 

marriage) with consent of the parties and parental involvement.   Secondly, where 

individuals seek and find their own partners, but family involvement ensures the 

marriage takes place within the traditional settings.  Interfaith marriages have been a 

rarity until the last decade and acceptance of these has been difficult in the wider 
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community.  However, the emerging reality and changing world has meant this change 

is now more accepted.  It may be fair to say that parents now encourage the younger 

generation to seek and find their own partners, a complete shift from the traditional 

way of seeking children’s marriage in the community. 

 

There is another phenomenon emerging in the community, the concept of living 

together, considered a western practice that does not follow the path of Islam or the 

Bangladeshi tradition and is considered haram9 within Islam.   This presents new 

challenges for the community with the younger generation of Bangladeshis not 

wanting to follow the Islamic or the traditional path of marriage to the same extent. 

 

Despite the changing nature of society and Bangladeshi community, women in this 

study talked about their lack of independence in marriage, the restrictions and 

subsequent abuse they experienced within their martial home.  They talked about 

marrying a family rather than being married to an individual person, a tradition that is 

prevalent in the Bangladeshi community as well as other minority communities.   

Marriages are seen as coming together of the two families that will have a significant 

influence on how the marriage is conducted, maintained, and even established.   It is 

evident that most Bangladeshi women will live within the marital home after marriage 

even if it is for a short period of time, regardless of whether they have a home of their 

own or not.   This is another concept of saving face in the community for parents, as 

not having the son bringing his wife home is seen as degrading and an insult to the 

family life while the parents are still alive.  

 
9 Haram, an Arabic word meaning forbidden. 
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 Jhorna revealed how she entered her marriage,  

“I had an arranged marriage (first marriage) almost straight after I left college. I was 
23yrs old and one day suddenly my dad comes and said he’s found a really good 
family, the boy was just right for me, and really good family standing (in the 
community). He knew them through his business dealing and they are wealthy.  This 
was a factor when he would look for a family for me or marriage talks for my siblings. 
We are all close in age, so all became marriageable at the same time”. (Jhorna) 
 
Jhorna continues, 
 
“My first marriage was a grand affair because I was the first girl getting married and 
like I said my dad is really well-known person, therefore, he invited anyone and 
everyone. I was a bit lost even though it was my wedding.   I thought, hey, this is 
Bengali wedding, brides never have a say in anything (ceremonies).  Of course these 
days that’s not the case. Brides do everything they want in their weddings and rightfully 
so”. (Jhorna) 
 
In contrast to Jhorna’s experience, Hannah explained that she had observed her sister 

being married for many years to someone who grew up in Bangladesh and joined her 

in the UK, and how her sister continued to struggle in the marriage.   She was not 

willing to accept the traditional practice of marrying someone she did not know or who 

grew up in a different environment (Bangladesh), and said,  

“My sister was coming to marriage age and there were so many proposals for her, but 
they were all “freshies10.  My sister was the obedient one and even though she didn’t 
want to marry someone like that she wouldn’t say anything to mum and dad, cuz that 
would upset them”. (Hannah) 
 
Hannah continues to exert her views when she said, 
 
“I was like I am doing this on my own, cuz I’m not marrying someone who can’t even 
provide for his family or speak proper English”.  
 
For Hannah, while family intervention in marriage played a significant part and linked 

to her getting married, she spoke about the dilemmas and preserving the family 

reputation and what this will mean for her seeking a partner.  This was complex for 

her as she felt by finding her own partner, she was breaking away from the traditional 

 
10 A term used for men arriving from Bangladesh on visit visa and marrying in the UK, or someone who was born in 
Bangladesh and have migrated to the UK. 
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practice of marriage and challenging her parent’s authority over their children.  There 

were also challenges associated with the unspoken conflict of class that she needed 

to deal with, and in preserving the family honour and dignity. She explained,  

“Well, he was shouting (brother), I’m going to kill him and you and all that rubbish! But 
I told my dad I liked this boy and his details and that. So, like he immediately knew 
who the boy was, and I still remember my dad’s face.  He said this family does not 
come close to our zaath (cast and class) and will not be someone I will (he) want my 
daughter to marry, that he would die of shame”. (Hannah) 
 
Hannah continued: 
 
 “I could feel my dad’s very deep emotional feeling of being let down, and this came 
from his heart, (visceral feeling described)”, (Hannah) 
 
In Hannah’s comments she raised the difficult issues of the unspoken class system 

that is present in the community despite some of the changes described above.  For 

many of the women there were challenges in being married to families that are 

perceived better than your own family, i.e., having higher educational achievement, 

wealth, family zaath and considered well respected.   In the views of their parents’ 

views this was a way of securing their daughters’ and potential granddaughters’ future 

and status.  This has been a factor for some of the women in compromising their 

positions as they were made to feel they are subordinate within the family given their 

family background and status, further isolated and abused within the family. Women 

spoke about marriage being a priority where they are taught to compromise and 

uphold the izzat, before and after marriage as Fatima asserted when she explained,  

“Growing up my abba (father) always said as girls we were figures of pride for any 
family, paribarer gourob (pride of family). We are to keep our parents izzat in our minds 
at all times and what my behaviour will do to other girls in the family.  This is how I 
was brought up.  You always put everyone else first.  Once you marry you put your in-
laws and their izzat before your own self too.  I had to think about my younger sisters 
saying if I am like that, (divorced) she will be the same” (Fatima).  
 
Fatima’s comments highlight the dilemmas and the ingrained perception of cultural 

practice and community expectation.   This emphasises the  impact of the community’s 
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perceptions of how marriages should be, and how this often leaves women in a more 

vulnerable position within the family. Therefore, women continue to endure 

relationships that are abusive and remain in shallow marriages in order to maintain 

the “good family” image.  Leema said, 

“I have sisters who are not married.  I know my family will use emotional things 
(blackmailing behaviour described) and ask me to make it (marriage) work.  affa, afna 
tho amarar shomaj ra janion? (Sister, you know own society) I am as a single woman 
and am an easy target for men”. (Leema) 
 
Leema explained that to be a divorced woman is such an embarrassment to her family, 

and therefore she had tried to remain in her marriage for five years before she had the 

courage to leave the relationship.  Others in this study had evaluated the pressures 

imposed and the part played by extended family in their decision making. This had 

meant that they remained married and in the home for prolonged periods of time.   

 

 b) What is acceptable in marriage 

For many of the women in this study, marriage was described as being a milestone in 

their lives.  There was an expectation that a young women should be married by a 

certain age.   The women spoke about this being normalised as they were growing up, 

despite wider social changes.   To encourage young women to marry quickly was seen 

as supportive of the sanctity of marriage and family life.  This is also seen as preserving 

the code of honour by limiting the women’s exposure in society and “protecting” them 

from what many may see as the potential promiscuity of women – such as having 

relationships with men before marriage and getting involved in sexual relationships 

outside of marriage.  This plays a significant part in “saving” the community of disgrace 

through the behaviour of women and girls.  Patriarchal structures are therefore 

maintained under the guise of preserving tradition and religious practices. 
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However, like many minority communities, Bangladeshis can struggle to keep the 

tradition alive.  For example, things may happen to which the community turns a “blind 

eye” like young people having relationships before marriage and living together 

without parental consent or even knowledge. There are also differences in 

generational perception.  Viewpoints may blur when issues of domestic violence and 

abuse is present in terms of what is acceptable within marriage in the community. 

 

The women in the study expressed the importance of valuing tradition and family life, 

but also highlighted their views about the community seeing difficulties in marriages 

being solely the fault of women.   The existing inequalities create more complexities 

for women and further marginalise them within the family and the community.   

 

The women articulated that marriage is seen as a symbol of women’s dignity and gives 

women respect in the community.  They described this as a position that gives them 

that status and the sense that they will not be judged, not considered being “easy” or 

available to men, giving them a sense of protection and respect in the family and 

community.  It gives them the identities of belonging both in the family and within the 

community which is still held in status of women and women themselves want to 

remain married despite being in an abusive relationship.   

 

But for many women this remains a complex process in finding the balance between 

protection and justice in their marriages. The acquisition of a marital identity presented 

dilemmas and difficulties in maintaining their own maternal relationships and their 

independence.   This became a power and control relationship within the marital home.    
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5.5. Staying and the challenges of leaving 

A question often asked of women experiencing domestic violence and abuse has been 

why doesn’t she just leave?  This shows a lack of understanding of the complexities 

all women face who experience domestic violence and abuse.  Women’s apparent 

toleration of violence is often seen as something they willingly choose (Cavanagh, 

2003).  And this, in turn, makes it less likely that they are given help when they seek 

this.   Abrahams (2007; 2010) have identified that women who have been in abusive 

relationships experience difficulties making decisions. The violence they experience 

undermines their confidence and sense of self, difficulties in trusting people and 

strengthens their feelings of worthlessness.  

 

Regardless of the racial, cultural, or religious background of a women experiencing 

domestic violence and abuse, leaving a violent relationship is complex and emotionally 

difficult.  It is a decision that has immense implications for the women even after they 

are able to leave.  Women spoke about leaving a violent relationship not necessarily 

being a better outcome for them and their children. The external factors, i.e., racial, 

culture and religious intolerant services often have been more oppressive for them 

and does not meet their and their children’s needs and add to the constraints they 

already have.  Women talked about services they are offered often placed them more 

at risk of isolation, racially inappropriate environment and not been able to access 

resources that are religiously appropriate for them and their children. 

 

Shanaz talked about how she was made to feel that she was a bad mother as she 

explained, 

“I would cry as my husband will constantly tell me I am a bad mother. He would 
record me if I was telling the children off and he would play the recording if he was 
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angry with me. He made me feel worthless and fearful that he will report me to 
social services and have my children taken away from me”.  (Shanaz) 

 
  
She commented on how this made her relationship with her children difficult when they 

continually heard this view being expressed.  Many of the women spoke about feelings 

of shame and guilt and will work on building and maintaining their relationship for the 

future of their children (Ansara and Hindin 2011; Fogarty et al. 2008; Mapayi et al.; 

Stockman et al. 2015).   For women in the Bangladeshi community the added 

difficulties they shared are the worries about the future implications their decisions will 

have for their children.  This is a strong factor of why they struggle to make any 

decisions about their future within their relationship. 

 

Having spoken to the women the assumption that they are not willing to leave a violent 

relationship is a very simplistic one.  It gives a narrative that is discriminatory, 

oppressive, and certainly overlooks the efforts women make and the strategies they 

use in managing and responding to the violence they experience.  The strategies 

women use are often complex but are not passive and take them through a lengthy 

process of time.   Their avoidance of not being openly confrontational should not be 

seen as not wanting the abuse to stop or them not wanting to leave an abusive 

relationship. Understanding the reasons why they cannot leave should not be 

downplayed and needs the conceptualisation of the different struggles’ women have 

to manoeuvre through.  

 

For the women in the sample, leaving was the last option as leaving a relationship is 

more dangerous for them and their families and extended families, in the UK and 

abroad.  The Bangladeshi women I interviewed talked about the challenges they faced 
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and those who did leave for a period of time were more vulnerable when they returned 

to the abusive relationships.  Their leaving was not always by choice but by virtue of 

them being ‘thrown out’ either by their mother-in-laws and or the husband as Fatima 

explained, 

“affa (sister) my mother-in-law would tell my husband to keep me under control. 
 if we had arguments, she would call my uncle and aunty and would ask them to 
take me back. There has been time when she would throw me out and keep my 
children. There will be discussions after word, and then they will have me back 
home, but off course only if they want me back. I would have to apologies before I 
return” (Fatima).  
 
Leema went on to explain:   
 
“My mother-in-law used to say in front of my husband that if I couldn’t give them an 
heir and I should just drop dead, and she will get her son re-married again. And if 
I didn’t die, I should be sent back to my parent’s house” (Leema) 
 

The fear of what would happen if they did attempt to leave for their children and 

younger sisters was another factor cited by women as a reason to continue living 

within the violent relationship as Rowshanara said: 

“I try to keep things to myself, all the issues that are happening in London with me, 
how can I tell my parents who are in Bangladesh, but it’s not just the two families 
that get involved, my brothers, their families, my sisters families, everybody seems 
to get involved because my current husband or my ex-husbands family will call 
them, threaten them and call them names”. (Rowshanara).  
 

Rowshanara highlighted the different layers of complexities women face when they 

consider exit options.  What was disquieting is that not only were they having to deal 

with the difficulties of living within a violent relationship, but also maintain the cultural 

norms of keeping the family together.   This had long term consequences not only for 

them but also for their children. 

 

Many of the women said that living with fear is better than what is unknown outside.    

In addition, there was also fear what would happen to their extended families.  Women 

were aware that when they returned the abuse would continue, but they felt they were 
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protecting their children’s future as the community would not see them as a child of a 

mother who left her husband, a perception that makes women more vulnerable in the 

home. 

 

The women also spoke about their husband’s plans to aggravate the incident of 

domestic violence and abuse to make it look like that the woman was at fault and that 

the marriage had become untenable. It may be their intention of not wanting to remain 

with their wives, and therefore have term them as “fagol” (mental).   This was another 

way of threatening them to be thrown out of the family home and be seen as having 

abandoned the marriage.  

Jhorna, like other women in this study said that the threats her husband used to ensure 

she remain in the house and relationship and not explore any option of leaving, 

including threats of Islamic divorce, played on her during in a second marriage.  All 

the women talked about not wanting to leave marriages as culturally this is 

unacceptable.   They talked about bowing their parents’ heads down in shame and 

dishonouring their upbringing, regardless of where they were born and brought up. 

The fear of being rejected by their own families and community was something they 

contemplated for long periods of time as a consequence of leaving their husbands. 

 

Most of the women in my study had, however, they eventually found courage to 

consider leaving their violent husbands.  Shanaz talked about how though her 

husband would change. She explained: 

“I thought he would change. It was mixed emotions to be honest. I thought he would 
change.  Second of all I thought OK, it’s the drugs that’s making him do this, his 
family also is a big trigger. Being this my second marriage, if I don’t’ work on it I’m 
going to be a divorcee for the second time round. I’d rather raise my children as a 
single mum and be there for them. People will question me, this woman has got 
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two sets of children from two different fathers, she isn’t a good character. Yes, I 
separated from the vicious man”. (Shanaz) 
 

Their grounds for wanting to leave was mainly cited as the violence not stopping 

and increasing in severity, which this was having a negative impact on their 

children.  For some it had been their children who encouraged and supported their 

mothers to make a decision to leave. Rowshanara described how she was 

supported by her neighbour after she and her children decided to leave her 

husband and his family,  

“This is because the police coming into the house as well, then he would leave and 
the house and come back and that continued for a long time. I would forgive him, 
and he come back. But when this happened again, my next-door neighbour 
became involved and supportive with me to help me. Take me places and will call 
the police and encouraged me to tell the police that I do not want this man to come 
back home. Then I decided that I’ve had enough and decided to divorce him”. 
(Rowshanara) 
 

While many of the women had been reluctant to consider moving away from their 

husbands and may have considered leaving as an impossible task, all but one 

woman made a successful exit with their children and re-established themselves 

both emotionally and financially, despite the cultural, gender and racial challenges 

they had to faced.  

 
What was powerfully illustrated by the women was that the necessary conditions 

for leaving not only included wanting to leave the relationship, but that there was 

support and acknowledgement that the violence was not their fault.  They had often 

sought support from friends and neighbours discreetly in the first instance, as 

Jhorna talked about when she asked her friend to help her, she explained:   

“I confided in a colleague who I build trust with and knew she will not disclose 
anything unless I agreed. She also lived close to me, and I had gone to her 
previously with the kids when I felt feared of things. I had a feeling something was 
going to happen, and it did. I came home from work, and I was going to collect the 
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children from the child minder but came home and he stopped me and asked me 
for money.  I did not have any, he looked at me and left but locked the front door 
while I as in the house.  I found strength to call my friend who I trusted with my 
front door key, she came and let me out, so I collected some stuff, collected my 
children, and checked in a Primer Inn for the night.  I was sacred as he kept calling 
me.  I told him I am going to my brothers for an emergency as he threatened to kill 
himself if I didn’t return”. (Jhorna) 
 

Jhorna talked about how she thought of ways of managing the incidents that were 

violent and without involving her maternal family as even when she found strengths 

to take action, her husband would involve her siblings.  Therefore, her way of 

keeping her family safe and way from incidence of violence had been not to go to 

them while her husband was in a violent frame of mind. 

 

This is redolent of Mirza (2019),  

“Abused women employ a range of strategies throughout their marriages that 
reflect an awareness of their strengths, options, resources and limitation”. (Mirza 
2019, p.54). 
 
In the same way Jhorna talked about various strategies before she finally was able 

to leave her violent husband, as she explained below,  

“I suffered so much because of how we as girls are brought up to think about 
everyone except yourself and that’s what I did. Also, it is women in the community 
that tells you more to put up with it and not challenge or move on. To these women 
the world is still very limited and unequal. You know khala, it is about educating 
girls that you can survive without a man and without putting up with him abusing 
you only if you speak up.  I wish I had done this years ago, I wish I had met you 
years ago”. (Jhorna) 
 

Women in this study felt marginalised and blamed for being the victim of men’s 

violence against them.  They experienced the difficulties within their marriages and 

continuously sought informal strategies, which at times failed to support them.  This 

support mainly existed outside of the immediately family, but consisted of 

neighbours, work colleagues and friends. 
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5.6. Perceptions of divorce 

The women in this study were preoccupied in wanting to maintain a two-parent 

household despite the abuse they experienced within the home.  This at times 

meant women did not talk about the threats of divorce and were strongly motivated 

in wanting not only to keep the izzat of the family, but also wanting to safeguard 

their children and female siblings’ prospects of marriage and of belonging within 

the community.  The women feared divorce and been seen as a divorcee being a 

taboo in the Bangladeshi community.  They feared being ostracised by their 

community and how they would be perceived should they become a divorcee. This 

had been one aspect of deterrent in disclosing abuse in the home.  Jhorna talked 

about her reasons for wanting to re-marry quickly after her first divorce and the 

pressures she and her family were under in her view, when she explained,  

“I was determined to be a married woman rather than the community saying I am 
a divorcee which is a stigma and shame that I felt and at the time my dad was 
around felt (he) embarrassed. I could see my dad bowing his head down in the 
community he is so well known and respected in.  I also had a younger sister, and 
I knew whenever a proposal came, people kept asking about what happened to 
my marriage, even though the divorce was not my fault.  This was having an impact 
on my sister’s marriage prospects as the older sister being a divorcee. I wanted to 
change that and wanted to be married quickly so the shame from my family will be 
removed.  This is my community”. (Jhorna) 
 
Fatima explained: 

“Our Shomaz (society) is really bad to women who are divorced, if anything 
happens to my boys, they (in laws) will say I am a bad mother too. But it is different 
for a man to divorce, and no one even asks him why it happened. They 
(community) accept that it must have been the woman’s fault, betain the shomaz 
saalayin (men run community/society)” (Fatima). 
 
“You do know that there is Oshomani (dishonour) in some families of having a 
divorcee, especially a daughter”. (Jhorna) 
 

Divorce has not only been a concern but also something they have had no control of.  

It is something the husband and his family would use as a bargaining tool to keep 

women in control.  The fear of being given divorced was highlighted by the women. 
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Fatima said she would be threatened with the three “talak” as a means of control by 

her husband and by her in laws. 

On the contrary Shanaz commented how she would be fearful when her husband 

refused to give her a divorce, she explained: 

“He wouldn’t divorce (gave talak) me through the Shaira council, but then again he 
verbally divorced me so many times in front of his parents and outsiders in the 
house” (Shanaz). 
 

Shanaz therefore felt she had been divorced by her husband as he had pronounced 

the talak, three times which he would dispute and wanted her to remain in the family 

as a married couple.   This is a concept that is not supported in Islam, tradition, or 

culture, as once a woman has been divorced, she should not remain under the same 

roof as her husband.  But she felt she was manipulated to remain in the house and 

continue her married life with her husband, often supported by many female members 

of her maternal and marital family.  

 

The strong driver of wanting to remain and be seen as a married women had meant 

that many women found themselves living in sin (zina)11 in context of their Islamic faith 

and understanding, and having sexual relationship considered illicit and out of 

marriage once the talak had been given.  Women were no longer married to their 

husbands after the talak, and any physical relationship is considered a sin.   This is a 

concept that is often not understood in relation to domestic violence and abuse in the 

Bangladeshi community.   

 

 
11 Zina: Zina is an Islamic legal term, meaning illicit sexual relations. 
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Women felt that being divorced meant being someone not willing to try to work at 

achieving a successful marriage.  The women said it was difficult for them to convince 

others (community and family) that they were suffering from domestic violence and 

abuse and hardship long before the public breakup of the marriage.  The coercive 

control that they themselves found hard to understand became extreme when they 

were facing divorce.  They commented that being in second marriages and marriages 

failing sets the tone and reputation of the women who were blamed for the divorce.  

This was despite most of the women being liberal in their thinking and their approach 

and being university graduates.  

 

Where divorce (Islamic and Civil) had been considered, many of the women talked 

about the pressure they experienced from community and family to return to their 

husbands and to have family mediation for the sake of their children and children 

having the father figures on their lives.  But most of the women would not seek advice 

or support from organisation such as the Sher’ia Council, Mosques, or other official 

authorities.  For them, accepting support from external services had been both difficult 

and unhelpful. 

 

The stigma of divorce was even more extreme for those women who entered second 

marriage and that marriage not working well.  They spoke about minimising the abuse 

as better then becoming a divorce again as this would undoubtedly lessen the 

marriage prospects of their children.  Therefore, women were making choices about 

not wanting the abuse made public and believed that living in a two parents’ household 

was still in the best interest of their children’s long-term future.  Upholding the family 

izzat through marriage was central point to this.  
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5.7.  Extended Family 

The cultural perception of newly married couples living within the husband’s family is 

a concept that is not familiar to western society but is a cultural norm for Bangladeshi 

and other South Asian communities.   It is necessary to acknowledge that the vast 

majority of joint families live in a supportive environment, providing protection and 

financial support to married couples by their elders.  This has been often something to 

be proud of in the modern world of nuclear families. 

 

However, this model of family living can exacerbate the violence women experience 

from multiple perpetrators in the home.  All the women disclosed evidence of violence 

perpetrated by sisters-in-law, mothers-in-law, and brothers-in-laws.  However all the 

women spoke fondly about fathers-in-laws and the support they received from them.  

Women spoke about abuse increasing, particularly verbal abuse, at a point when 

fathers-in-laws became ill or died.  

 

Women in this study talked about being verbally abused, degraded, and having their 

belongings taken without permission by family members.  They also played a 

significant role in instigating abuse by women’s husbands.  Astonishingly the women 

spoke about these family members having more control over their lives even when 

they did not physically live in the same household or even in the same country.  The 

positioning of the mother-in-law and the challenges women described had been a 

significant factor in the intensity of the abuse they experienced.  The women felt they 

had no position in the family other than that of pleasing their mother-in-law to ensure 

they have a good enough relationship with their husbands.   
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5.8. The role of the mother-in-law and other female members 

 
Family violence has been cited by the women as part and parcel of the domestic 

violence and abuse they had experienced at home from other family members.  A 

significant part of the violence was inflicted by other females both living within the 

household as well as female members living outside of the family home.   The women 

referred mainly to sister-in-laws and mother in laws in this respect.   

 

The role of the mother-in-law and their influence on their sons was very significant.  

The power held by mother-in-laws, and the fact they were older, could create another 

level of abuse.   

Fatima commented: 

“My mother-in-law ruled her sons lives and all the control. They would not do anything 
that she did not agree with, so he did just that”. (Fatima) 
 
Fatima continued,  
 
“But of course everything was my fault in the house.  She keeps control in the family 
tightly and what does my husband know, he does what she tells him and does not 
think for himself, his wife, or his children”. (Fatima) 
 

All the women spoke about how the involvement of their in- laws added pressures on 

their marriage and increased the intensity of the abuse, physical, emotional, 

psychological, and coercive control in the home.    

 

Leema talked about the intensity of the continued verbal abuse she experienced from 

her mother-in-law and sister-in-law from her first marriage, after she could not have a 

baby five years into her first marriage.  She explained,  

“My mother-in-law and sister-in-law continued to insult me and called me banj (barren 
women).  They continued to call me names in the house and will bring new insults 
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every day. They never once thought not having a baby could be their son’s fault. See 
affa I would not dare say this to them or the world will fall on me”. (Leema) 
 
Leema’s comment emphasised the patriarchal views held in the family and how this 

places the blame on women.   Leema said her husband not been questioned of why 

they could not have a child.  She felt she was being held responsible for not having a 

baby whereas her husband was never questioned or asked to seek medical support.  

Having re-married she was able to have children and lived with her second husband 

until recently when she had reported him to the police for domestic violence and 

abuse. 

 

Hawa commented how she felt she was pushed away by her mother-in-law in 

replacing her husband’s responsibilities including activities for her children.  Her 

mother-in-law would not allow her and her husband to be the parents they wanted to 

be to their children when her children were younger, as she explained: 

 “What happened was, I replaced my husband kind of role in the kids’ lives with his 
mother. So, basically if I was going to go to any of their assemblies or any sports days 
or anything like that, she’d insist on going instead of him.  And I think this was probably 
the biggest mistake I’d made. If I could go back and change anything, I’d change that 
because just find that something that I shouldn’t have done, because that’s what made 
her a lot more powerful to sort of almost like take over my life.”  (Hawa) 
 
Hawa continued to explain the impact this was having on her children and how the 

role of parents was being blurred with her mother-in-laws over involvement in her 

everyday life, as she stated,  

 
“I remember her referring to my kids as “their kids” quite often.  This is when I started 
realising that this person (mother-in-law) is not appreciating being part of the children’s 
lives, it’s different but they didn’t and was using this against me instead. That things 
would happen (outside/school), and things that would happen would be brought back 
home and instigate into his head (husband) and then he would be wound up and 
there’d be a massive fight, and this would be all part of this instigation, you know?” 
(Hawa) 
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Hawa talked about the control and the coercion her mother-in-law had in creating 

“fights” and then acting as the only person who wanted to resolve the incident. 

“So she would have the power to solve the issues in the house that she instigates and 
want to calm it down, so you have no power in the sense of solving your own problem 
and you could pretty much, almost like in an almost servitude, this person is the only 
one that can solve issues. It’s what they instigate and solve in order to keep you under 
control and its quite narcissistic.” (Hawa). 
 
The over involvement of mother-in-laws had been a feature that impacted and strained 

relationships over prolonged periods where women described having physical 

symptoms that began to affect them, as Hawa explained,  

“I’ve never ever been to any of my relative’s house without ever, to anyone’s, even if I 
went to my mum’s, I would never go on my own. And, if I’d go on my own, I used to 
have anxiety attack as to what would happen? What would she say? What would she 
do? And even now she could open her mouth and start saying something nasty and 
I’d have an anxiety moment where I’m literally, I can’t breathe.” (Hawa). 
 
Like Hawa, other women in the study talked about being physical symptoms of feeling 

sickness when their husbands or mother-in-law could call them for anything, as they 

associated this with physical abuse.  The women talked about the “blind approach” 

where their husbands would believe the mother-in-law without question.  They talked 

about how this encouraged further abuse by their husbands. The women accepted the 

cultural and religious status of mothers but felt this was more often misused.  

The difficulties were increased when women managed to move out of extended family 

living where the control continued as Rowshanara stated:  

“My mother-in-law will come into my house, and she’ll say, oh did you buy this new? 
How much did this cost? Who paid for this? Are you wasting my son’s money? And 
she will go on about everything.  This will trigger my husband even more even though 
he did not pay for anything. She will tell him I’m not a good wife or mother as I waste 
money for no reason. He then than take over the money as I am not good with money 
and therefore, he will save it for myself and my son. His family kept interfering with 
every small decision or every small thing that I buy for myself or the house or my son”. 
(Rowshanara) 
 
This highlights the complexity of the tangled relationships women experienced.   
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Other female members of the family not living with them could also have powerful 

control of what happened in the family.  Leema talked about how her sister-in-law 

(husbands’ sister) would call her husband regularly and tell him to keep her “under 

control” and if she did not listen to hit her to show her place in the family.  This was 

echoed by Rowshanara, who recounted how her sister-in-law and mother-in-law would 

visit her in her house and abuse her.  The women in this study described many 

different kinds of abuse from their mother and sister-in-laws, including emotional, 

physical and financial abuse through the control the female members had on their 

husbands.  This is regardless of the women being self-sufficient, and economically 

independent. The women spoke about having a traditionally tense relationship 

between mother-in-laws and daughter-in-laws and this being a power struggle that is 

accepted. It was often stated that as the marriage stabilised over time this power 

struggle lessened, but this could act as myth that was damaging.    

 

Female-on-female violence was able to exist because mothers were seen as key 

figures in shaping the household, responsible for teaching the next generation “how to 

be good wives”.  The new women joining the family as daughter-in-law are responsible 

for behaving in an acceptable way within the family home.  Therefore her involvement 

is not seen as abuse, but more as a matter of discipline and maintaining the status 

quo.   

 

5.9. The impact for extended family abroad 

The interviewees in this study acknowledged the women’s sense of loyalty which is 

deeply bound with patriarchal norms and cultural pressure to remain in abusive 

relationships. These were particularly potent for women who had families back in 



240  

Bangladesh.   The women spoke about being encouraged to remain married and 

within the family to prevent shame, stigma, and family embarrassments.  The 

disclosure and reporting of abuse had been discouraged, even though the three 

women who joined their husband and extended families on spouse visas had already 

gained their leave to remain.  Therefore, they were not worried about not being able 

to remain in the UK or their immigration status if their marriage breaks down.  

 

Speaking about domestic violence and abuse in the community has significant 

difficulties for the women as this involves multiple family members and consequences 

for the women and her maternal families.  This concept is often unfamiliar to western 

professionals working with Bangladeshi women and children.  

Rowshanara explained how this could happen:   

“This time the pressure isn't just from my current husband and his family, my previous 
husband’s family are going around calling me a woman of no character that my first 
marriage failed and now I'm going through another failed marriage that this is because 
of who I am, I'm an outcast that I don't come from a good family.  This then makes 
stresses from my own family back home (Bangladesh), my dad is becoming extremely 
unwell because of all the issues that are happening in London with me. how can I tell 
you what is happening is that not just two families not just my family, my mum and 
dads family but my sisters, my brothers, everybody seemed to somehow get involved 
because either my current husband family or the ex-husband family will call them up 
and call them names threaten them they will be saying they will take your land off you, 
and all sorts that I can't even explain to you. They even say, we will come to 
Bangladesh, and make you will disappear.  People in desh are frightened of Londoni 
people (term used for people who live in the UK) because they have money and can 
do things to Bangladeshi people if they wanted to”.  (Rowshanara) 
  

Like Rowshanara, other women feared the risk of threats, both actual and intended 

threats and retributions from their current or former husbands.  This was often linked 

to the role of dominance, wealth, and class in keeping women silent. Women’s 

response to the threats of retributions needs further exploration as this is more 
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complex than mere threats.  This is seen as the women ruining the reputation of the 

marital families.  

 

Leema spoke about the difficulties when her husband abused her, she spoke to her 

husband’s brother to complain.  However, he did not accept that his brother can hit or 

pushed her, and therefore she was fagol in thinking that he abused her.  She spoke 

about the difficulties of his family not wanting to hear her version of the incident or 

support her.  

“The difficulties are that they involved so many people, like my sister and her husband 
in desh, my mum, who is elderly and my brother who lives in Singapore.  They blamed 
me for disgracing their family and started to use my family in stopping me moving 
forward with reporting my husband to the police. My mum and family had been so 
frightened that my husband’s brother will do something to me and my children here”.  
(Leema) 
 
Similarly, to Leema, Fatima spoke about her family being involved and threats made 

to her parents.  Her husband’s family would call her parents and tell them that they will 

lose their financial and ancestral asserts as well as their reputation. Fatima spoke 

about how the treats of retribution then moved on to her female siblings and their future 

marriage prospects. She stated,  

“I had a lot of respect for my father-in-law, but he had no power in the house to do 
anything.  What would be strange is that they (husband and Mother-in-law) would call 
my aunty in the UK and unstill fear in me of being abandoned by everyone and this 
worked.  They will call my siblings and make threats that they will stop my sisters 
getting good marriage proposals, this frightened me”. (Fatima) 
 

The women’s comments above highlights the unique system of power and gender 

oppression that not only links to male dominance but also a lack of understanding of 

the social system of power and control exercised over Bangladeshi women through 

family and community.  Women who had taken the decision to seek support had been 
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threatened with the wider humiliation of their wider family, being accused of straying 

away from religion and therefore deserving the abuse and violence they experienced.   

 

Chapter 6: Relational nature of abuse and seeking or not seeking 

support. 

6.1.  Introduction 

This chapter focuses on whether and how Bangladeshi women seek help in relation 

to domestic violence and abuse.  Whether and how they do so involve a conscious 

decision what they have experienced.  They had talked about the many cultural, 

religious, and traditional dilemmas they faced before they could make a decision to 

act.   This plays a vital role in how they seek or not seek support, and what seeking 

support would mean for the women and their families.   The women seeking support 

discussed number of barriers both cultural and practical difficulties.   They talked about 

this having significant difficulties and barriers in the wider society for them being 

women of colour, being Muslim and how support is offered to them.  The racial 

prejudice and discriminations they encountered when they eventually asked for 

support had meant that they often did not follow through issues of domestic violence 

and abuse with organisations.  They described their cultural upbringing that plays 

significant role in learning to tolerate and make compromises in marriages that 

prevents them wanting to seek support.   

 

The professionals group also talked about the cultural difficulties in why women do not 

seek support and the barriers this may present for them. The professionals focus 

group highlighted the questions of whether the women’s voices are heard when they 
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do finally come to access support and whether this support is appropriate to their 

cultural needs.  

 

In this chapter I talk about some of the unique cultural barriers to help-seeking and 

maintaining family relationships which at time reinforces and coerces women in 

normalising and accepting abuse in the family.  This increases the vulnerabilities of 

women further in speaking about a sensitive subject like domestic violence and abuse 

in a patriarchal society where women are seen not to be “allowed” to discuss family 

matters outside the family network.  The chapter discusses why women are reluctant 

in seeking support, their fears of being blamed for bringing shame and dishonour to 

the family and wider community by disclosing abuse.  This continues the pattens of 

women remaining silent about the abuse until they are unable to tolerate the abuse in 

the home. 

 

The chapter explores the women’s voices about the organisational, stereotypical 

attitudes, racial bias, and power dynamics they experienced when they eventually 

asked for formal support and the responses they received from organisations.  The 

chapter concludes by looking at the difficulties the women faced in receiving support 

and their belief that professionals did not have their best interests at heart in supporting 

them.  The role of informal support, often more welcome to the women is also 

discussed. 

 

6.2. Seeking support 

Several participants said they did not want to spoke about not wanting to speak about 

the abuse or seek support both within the family, the family network or externally with 
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professionals.  They shared how difficult the help-seeking process is for them, the 

courage they needed to speak about abuse and the question of who they would speak 

to.  They talked about their network being limited sometime by choice and at other 

times by the extreme abuse and coercion they experience from their husbands and 

extended families.   Any opportunities they might have had to talk to family members 

or friends had been diminished by the control and coercion they experienced, the 

isolation and stigma they will have to deal with.  

 

For many of the women, their disclosure of abuse may have been limited and came 

after a long struggle of working with their own strategies that they felt had initially failed. 

The women had either minimised or reframed their experiences of violence to manage 

and maintain their marital relationship and cope with the abusive multiple family 

relations.  I have already highlighted the importance they attached to maintaining a 

two-parent family.  They talked about feeling embarrassed, bringing dishonour to their 

families, a lack of trust and above all fear about the retribution they and their families 

would face once the abuse was made public.  Therefore, approaching external 

agencies had been considered carefully by the women, as Fatima explained:  

“Affa in the family no one can help. I went and told his parents, his older brother, and 
my uncle and aunty.  No one really was able to help me.  I didn’t ask for help with 
outside people like the police or school at first.  I always feared that these people make 
things worse than helping”.  (Fatima)   
 
She continued to highlight her fears of social workers and the perceptions she had 

about the support or lack of support and her feelings about the social workers she had 

engaged with in the past, as she explained,  

“The social worker got involved and they are horrible affa, oh ami bule gasie afne-o-
social worker, (laughs), (oh I forgot you are a social worker too, (Fatima) 
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There is a negative notion in the community that perpetuates this fear of social care 

as this is often associated with children being “taken away” (Gilligan & Akhtar (2006).   

While there is some truth to this, as social workers do remove children, but not without 

concerns about their welfare and safety.  This further restricts and prevents women 

coming forward.  

 
Fatima felt that the abuse was not understood within the home and community and 

therefore it did not seem possible to her that the wider community, including 

professionals, could understand the abuse she as a Bangladeshi woman experienced. 

She said, 

Affa, Shada manush e are ketha busbo, neezar manush-o-buzna? (What would white 
people understand when your own people don’t understand) (Fatima). 
 
 
Other women spoke about the lack of information they were able to access, and that 

this could contribute to them remaining in abusive relationships.  Rowshanara said,  

“I didn’t know that in this country if something like this (violence) happens that you can 
actually get help.  I didn’t have anyone who could take me to the police, social workers 
or you can speak to the school”. (Rowshanara) 
Rowshanara’s comment is not unique in that there are support services that may be 

available to women, but the knowledge about these continues to be limited.  The 

women felt that had professionals working with them often prioritised child protection 

intervention.  One of the professionals who participated in the focus group said, 

“It has been very much about whether the mother’s a victim of domestic violence or 
just childcare or child protection in any aspect, its’ always the mother who is there, the 
emphasise is always on her and the responsibilities and everything seems to lie on 
her shoulder”. (profR2)  
 

This supports the views of Rowshanara and other interviewees, namely that there is 

an underlying expectation that the mother needs to take responsibilities while being 

abused herself.  The professional talked about the need to change the language of 
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working with women, so that they feel able to access the support in the community 

they need,  

“I think what we are trying to do at the moment is to shift the thinking in terms of access 
across the board in the borough I work in, from top down to think about how we switch 
our language to hold men accountable (for the abuse) and how we speak to victims 
as not blaming them, more women will seek support from the community”. (profM2). 
 
What has also been evident in this study is that the seeking support and responses to 

women requests varies across different local authorities, depending on their location 

and also whether there are majority or minority of minoritised communities living there.   

However, even when services are available, there was some evidence from this study 

that professional Bangladeshi women would still not be willing or wanting to seek these 

support services from statutory agencies, as profR2 explained,  

“For example, if she (woman) is an educated mother who speaks the English 
language, she is more inclined to do her own research, more inclined to finds out what 
is available there without professional involvement and support. There are a lot of 
barriers already there for her, cultural and family expectation, pressure is always a 
barrier both from families and societies as well as organisations for Bangladeshi 
women, so why would she want professionals involved”. (profR2) 
 
Women described the support offered as being restrictive, focusing on the women to 

move out of her home and area rather than support to make her immediate 

environment safe and secure.   Woman talked about this process as disabling them 

by taking them and their children away from their familiar surroundings and informal 

support. The women believed this to be controlling and disempowering.  

 

The women disclosed other significant barriers in seeking help.  These include their 

own past history of abuse in the family, marriage break downs and their negative 

experiences of organisations also prevented them seeking help.   Jhorna spoke about 

how her past experiences of both community and societal response to abuse, she felt 
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unable to consider seeking support until the violence begun to affect her children’s 

emotional well-being.   

 

There is a clear distrust of organisation like the police and social care that all the 

women mentioned, as Leema explained: 

“Of course, the police came to my home, I was referred to social services because I 
have children and victim’s support.  Affa, I shared all his (husband’s) information like 
his car registration number, his work phone number, and his friends phone number 
too. You know the police didn’t even go to arrest him or contact him. They kept saying 
I needed to speak to the social workers. I was heavily pregnant and social services 
kept offering me different appointments, which I attended.  They kept adding to my 
problems and had no help or support from them”. (Leema). 
 
Leema talked about the insensitivity and lack of support she encountered which later 

resulted in her withdrawing her complaint about the abuse and allowing her husband 

to return home.  The very system placed to protect her had failed as she was left 

vulnerable to further abuse.  

 
Jhorna also commented that the support she wanted or sought was dismissed and 

she was left to deal with her violent husband on her own.  She said,  

“I called the DV victim’s support team, and they just told me to contact the police 
which I didn’t. I know what happens (in her profession) when police are called, and I 
didn’t want that for my children”. (Jhorna) 
 
Jhorna stated that the support she should have received was not forthcoming.  She 

stated that in fact it was more damaging as her husband would return home and the 

abuse would be worse.  Therefore, her not seeking support was a better outcome until 

she later found help through the private proceeding which she felt she was more in 

control of.  

 

Hannah raised the issue of her not wanting to seek support when she explained,  

“I tried and got beaten up so much, but I never called the police. Do you know why? 
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What good would that do, cuz they take these men and then send them back home 
to you, and the children are scared of them too”. (Hannah) 
 
 The women highlighted how they felt their children were more supportive of their 

mother, in particular the older teenage female children.  Many of the women stated 

their children would often tell their mothers to leave their fathers and move.  The 

women talked about how this was a sense of strength for them and provided more 

emotional togetherness with their daughters as they felt their daughters understood 

the abuse more.  

 

When speaking about support from the community, all the women were able to share 

their anxieties about what they would share within the community organisation and the 

cautions they exercised.  There was a strong sense of wanting to speak to women 

who would understand them from a cultural and religious perspective.  However, when 

talking about seeking support from the faith community, the women were reluctant as 

they knew these organisations were mostly headed by middle-aged religious men. 

The view that the women and their characters will be judged in the community is a 

significant barrier and had restricted the women in seeking help from the community 

faith-based organisations.  

 

6.3. What kind of support:  

Bangladeshi women experience of domestic violence and abuse as already 

mentioned is multi-layer barriers to help-seeking which is based on power dynamic, 

gender imbalance in the home and community.   The structural racism and pervasive 

stereotypes of them being Asian, Muslim and often referred to as being passive 

women in the community is another deterrent for women unwilling to speak about 

abuse.  The stereotyping and what is described as insensitive support had meant that 
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women will often look for alternative support, religious on their own, informal, and 

formal that they found non-judgemental and minimise the risk of alienating their 

tradition and culture.  

 

A) Seeking religious support 

The women in the study all described themselves as practicing their faith, Islam.  They 

talked significantly of seeking support from “Allah” through their hardship and 

experiencing abuse in the home. This was done through extended prayers, reading 

the Quran more and seeking Allah to support them through their prayers.  They stated 

this was comforting even for the moment they were in worship and felt protected from 

harm.  

Often not wanting to speak about the abuse or about their abuser in specific holiest 

times of the Islamic calendar, particular during the month of Ramadan.  For example, 

during her interview Hannah reminded me how she did not want to talk bad about her 

husband who has now passed away.  She explained: 

“Affa, its Ramadan now and I don’t want to get sinned by bad mouthing this man, but 
what he did to me, and my children was just abuse, (now she accepts this as abuse). 
People say, if you forgive someone who’s done something wrong to you, Allah will 
punish them for their sins, so I leave his punishment to Allah for what he has done to 
me and my children for all these years” (Hannah).   
 
Hannah talked about her strength in forgiveness and focusing on protecting her 

children gave her the courage to continue her life.  She stated this strength also came 

from her belief that there is a powerful being that accounts for her hardship and abuse 

where she can openly speak of her anxieties and worries without having to face 

consequences in her home.  
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Ruhi shared her own experience of what she called “finding herself through faith”, as 

she felt she became more religious (practicing) after she experienced abuse from her 

first marriage.  She felt her support was about learning what Islam teaches you which 

in her view superseded her cultural identify and gave her a new direction for her life.  

She continued to learn more about the Quran and the Hadith in supporting her life’s 

challenges as she re-married and settles in her new life, as she says free from abuse.  

 

Some of the women in this study talked about wanting to remain in their marriages as 

they believed that their husbands would change, and the abuse will eventually stop.  

There was a strong desire to remain as a two-parent household for the betterment of 

their children and their future.  This was not always necessarily because that the 

women were dependent on their husband, as five of the eight women in this study 

were working and professional women, with financial security.  It was more about not 

wanting to leave their husbands and wanted to help and guide them to be better 

fathers and better husbands and in turn getting rewarded for their patience in the eyes 

of Allah.  They wanted to remain as someone married and with a home.  

 

b) Seeking Informal support:  

Research has identified that abuse within the family will often been known to the 

women’s informal network before there is any knowledge of abuse to formal 

organisations (Gill, 2004; Burman, et al, 2004).  The participants in this study revealed 

their reluctance in seeking support and the culture of shaming of women who talk 

about family matters outside of the family.  There was a strong view from the women 

that family matters needed to be resolved within the home and therefore formal 

support will increase their difficulties.  Fatima said: 
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“Amar abba aar amma khoto asha khoriya biaya disoin (my parents for me married 
with lots of hopes), are ami tantanor mon kharap khortam chai ne, (I did not want to 
upset them)” (Fatima). 
 
Despite not wanting to seek support, when the women did, recognise their own need 

for help, they had sought their informal support from neighbours, friends, and work 

colleagues first.  This provided a sense of social connection and the help had been 

both on an emotional and practical level for them.   

 

Jhorna talked about how her colleague provided the help to allow her to take her 

children and find a place of safety from her husband.  She explained: 

“I confined in a colleague who I built trust with and knew she will not disclose anything 
unless I agreed. She also lived close to me, and I had gone to her previously with the 
kids when I feared of things happening. When another incident happened and he 
locked me in the house, after he left, I called her who has my front door key to my 
house (husband is unaware she has the key).  She came and got me out of the room 
where he locked me and I collected my children from child minder and left that night”. 
(Jhorna) 
 
Hawa talked about how she would not speak to family members because she was 

frightened that her husband and mother-in-law would find out she was sharing family 

issues.  She had a friend who she confined in and received the support she needed 

to in step out of her house almost after 10 years, which in turn allowed her to return to 

her work and studies.  She has since been able to continue her career.  

 

Informal support was not always positive.  Rowshanara spoke about how seeking 

informal support had meant talking to her neighbour who initially supported her, but 

also later coerced her in to marrying her neighbour’s relative to support him remaining 

in the UK.  She explained, 

“Affa I decided that I had enough and I then decided to divorce my (first) husband. So 
my next-door neighbour was someone who really really helped me through my difficult 
times and often I will share how I felt emotionally alone with the children, I didn’t know 



252  

what else to do, she would often tell me that you’re young and you should give another 
chance at life and may be find someone else and marry”. (Rowshanara) 
 
Rowshanara’s emotional needs and the support she was seeking made her more 

vulnerable and she found herself in situations that she did not want to be in, as she 

continued to tell me: 

 
“Given the stigma of being a divorce woman, I thought well, if my neighbour helped 
me so much over these years she would want the best for me, so I kind of started to 
listen to her a lot and started thinking about whether I should remarry.  She found 
someone for me who she said did not abuse women and I wanted a father figure for 
my children, so I married him, but the abuse started”. (Rowshanara). 
 
Rowshanara’s experience of her informal support became a sense of distress for her 

as she entered her second marriage which was also an abusive relationship.  Her 

support system was making excuses for the abuse she was experiencing and at times 

she was blamed for not working hard enough in the marriage as she was more focused 

on her children.   She had her own sense of self blame for entering the marriage and 

remained for a long time as she feared both the losing of her children to services as 

her husband threatened her with the children’s removal from her too.  Secondly her 

own self shame at not being able to make her marriage work, therefore not been able 

to save face within her own family.   She had lost the only empathetic and emotional 

support she had provided by her neighbour. 

 

The other informal support the women spoke about including the non-statutory support 

in the community they occasionally accessed.  However, they talked about the 

constant fear of who in the community would see them entering and accessing support 

– this was a pre-occupation of the women.  This was explained by profR2 in her work 

with Bangladeshi women when she explained:  

“My work with the women when they talked about the lack of knowledge around what 
services are there for them, so support is always a barrier. And also stigma, do not 
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want to have that stigma, do not want the community to know that this is something 
they are experiencing or having difficulties, that’s also a significant barrier for them in 
accessing what is there” (profR2) 
 

Despite the associated shame and anxieties, the women spoke about seeing familiar 

support systems in place that had been empowering, i.e. able to access legal advice, 

having training and learning new skills.  They talked about this being a support that 

helped them recover from the abuse and knowing there are other women who are in 

similar position and seeking help.  Women have begun to access some services in 

areas where other Bangali women attend groups, and another professional explained 

how this could be encouraging for women, in particular seeing other Bangladeshi 

women providing the support services, when she said,  

“What I have observed in English-speaking groups, is the blame does happen 
regardless, but I think the belief and expectation and its very root in our Bangali culture. 
It’s a lot more stronger and a lot more difficult to get them out of that mindset, in our 
Bangali culture and for women to not to take the blame as well, will take a long time”. 
(profD1) 
 
ProfD1 continued to explain that the fear of the women seeking informal support 

continues to be restricted not only because of speaking outside of the family home, 

but also due to the inherent power dynamics within the community. Specifically, these 

dynamics concerned men and masculinity in remaining in control in all aspects of a 

women’s life and both wider society and the Bangali community not questioning this. 

As she stated, “therefore, everything goes back onto the women” (profD1) and they 

are blamed for the breaking of the family unit. 

 

c) Formal support 

The women in this study showed great reluctance to take disclosures of abuse to 

formal or statutory organisations. There are a number of factors relating to this, which 
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included discussed issues of racism, discrimination, and the perception of Bangali 

women had been a strong driver for not wanting to seek support.  Women spoke about 

not being believed or the issues of the protection of their children overriding the 

support they were asking for as a whole family.  

 

Initially they cited being shamed and would be ostracised from the community and will 

be seen as seeking freedom from family life.  The women navigated formal support 

with caution and at times deliberately avoiding asking for help.  They highlighted that 

when approaching formal organisation, they would conceal the issues of domestic 

violence and abuse would present other issues, at times issues of physical symptoms 

and needing support.  It takes the women many attempts before they will share any 

form of abuse with agencies, as Shanaz stated,  

“Affa, honestly, I was going so mad and needed to get some help.  I ended up going 
to my doctor’s telling him that I am always tired, I’m exhausted.  My husband was 
taking class A drugs at home, but I can’t confront him because he would get angry at 
me, so (asked the doctor) can you help me? He asked me does he hit you, and I said 
no as I was scared”. (Shanaz) 
 
The perception had been that she was not being hit, she did not need to be referred 

to domestic violence and abuse services and therefore Shanaz left with physical 

remedies, i.e. being given medication for her tiredness and no disclosure of the 

domestic violence and abuse in the home.  Women like Shanaz are often left feeling 

vulnerable and with a feeling of betrayal due to lack of support and understanding from 

services, and this inevitably further prevents them approaching help seeking 

organisations for help.  

 

Formal services have guidance that emphasises inclusivity of all abused women 

regardless of specific community or culture or religion.  However, as noted previously, 
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there is distrust of organisations like the police and social services, for the negative 

action or inaction the women received.  The experiences of minority communities and 

inherent discriminations does not help or support how communities experience their 

involvement.  This has been cited in research exploring support accessed by South 

Asian women in general, not only by the Bangladeshi women, where women prefer 

not to be involved in social issues like domestic violence and abuse or disclose that 

abuse happens (Abraham, 2000).   They have talked about how involvement of formal 

agencies makes matter worse for them.  This is due to the inherent dismissiveness of 

“it happens in your community” approach women have experienced.  The barrier to 

accessing services had also been cited as workers not understanding the cultural or 

the religious needs and the fear of re-victimisations on the part of women and children.  

 

There had been a strong connection for some of the women in speaking to their 

children’s school where they felt supported by other Bangladeshi/Asian teachers and 

other professionals who they felt identified with their needs without being judged.  

However, Hawa described how she felt let down as she had children with special 

needs and was dismissed by the school where there was not much acceptance of her 

own abilities or that of her children, as she explained: 

“I was told by their school that my child would be blind by the age of 12 and my other 
child, if he can sit on a chair for any period would be an achievement for him.  You 
know I wasn’t going to accept my children as the failures they were being told they 
would be and allowed their predictions to be absolute truth”. 
 
She went on to say: 
 
“I immersed myself despite the abuse to the betterment of my children and accessed 
the right support myself for them, from the autistic services and for the centre of blind 
people. Today my children are in the 20’s and early 30’s. They are not blind, are 
achieving over and above what any person can do.  My second child had completed 
his BSc and of moving to university in completing his Masters, and my eldest who was 
told he will not make his grades has completed his PhD recently”. (Hawa) 
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Hawa’s believed that the school had what she said “racial profiled” her and her children 

as failures and her comments shows the stereotyping of women and children of 

Bangladeshi background.  She believed their perception limits anyone willing to 

disclose abuse in the home as it has significant impact on other aspects of their lives. 

Therefore, she never disclosed abuse to her children’s school and continued to live 

with her husband and his family.   

 

These barriers play a significant part in women continuing to restrict themselves in 

sharing the level of abuse by other female family members too.   Their fear of not been 

seen as a capable mother outside and in the family seen as a bad daughter-in-law for 

sharing their difficulties outside, where women talked about being trapped in their lives 

and often accepting abuse was easier than taking action.  

 

Not all women in this study had social care intervention as some of the women spoke 

about other formal services like speaking to solicitors for issues of care child 

arrangements and divorce proceedings.  However, those who were involved with 

social workers talked about wanting to speak to women workers from the same 

background, contrary to the misguided perception that women will avoid professionals 

from the same community.  In my view a very position step forward for many of the 

women in this study.  

 

d)  Seeking therapeutic support 

Bangladeshi women’s experiences of accessing support often intersects with many 

barriers and their own emotional consciousness of self and self-worth.  While the 

women spoke about seeking religious inner peace and talking and praying to Allah 
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about their difficulties, the concept of seeking emotional support through a therapist is 

not accepted openly.  There is a reluctance in seeking emotional support as this is 

connected to the notion of being “mad or fagol”. 

 

However, participation in this research included the offer of information about available 

therapeutic support, which some of the women accepted, had been well received by 

them.   Despite their understandable concern, the women in this study found talking 

to someone with a similar background and having a respectful knowledge of their lived 

experience meant they were willing to speak about abuse and accepting support.  

However, while this is encouraging in demonstrating that women can be helped to find 

help, it does not remove barriers within the home and community, where they continue 

to be vigilant about disclosing abuse.  

6.4. What has helped? 

The help seeking studies of Asian women have mainly been conducted in North 

America and predominantly using quantitative methods of research (Afrouz et al, 

2018).  There have been some studies that explored the help seeking by south Asian 

women (Gill, 2004; Thiara & Gill, 2010; Burman, 2004; Afrouz et al, 2018; Bhandari, 

2017).  However, there remains limited research that analyses the full experiences of 

Bangladeshi women and their support seeking approach (Burman et al 2004).  The 

notion that Bangladeshi women as passive means that what helped them in surviving 

the abuse they experienced is not understood or recognised.   The women in this study 

talked about their own survival strategies, and this was a strong theme for all the 

women involved.   However, despite this, it is difficult to evaluate what services helped 

or hindered Bangladeshi women, both in the community and with statutory agencies. 

What is clear is that Bangladeshi women remain invisible to services in comparison to 
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that of their white women counterparts in statistical analysis and in practice as I have 

identified for my study.  

 

What has been identified by the women themselves in helping them to seek support 

was to first address their own self embarrassment and their sense of bringing shame 

and dishonour to the family.  The women found this extremely difficult to discuss.  The 

key support they identified was their informal networks which enabled them to have 

access to what they felt was needed for them and their children.  

 

What helped they received also had been dependent on where they lived and the 

services that are available.  Women living within some inner London local authorities 

felt able to talk about services being available, albeit some of which they would not 

use as they feel it is not being sensitive to their needs.  In contrast, women living, for 

example, in the North of England, talked about having no services that would be 

supportive of who they are and their cultural needs.    

 

Some of the women spoke about the fact that Bangladeshi organisations being open 

and available had meant they were able to talk about the abuse. This had included 

helpful features such as not having to consider this being a “race focused” 

conversation and that the extended family abuse was understood contextually. 

Rowshanara said:  

“I found things like attending groups in my local area to be really helpful because the 
lady I was seeing was from a Bangladeshi background and spoke Bangla.  She 
understood the culture I was coming from and understood all the other difficulties like 
having a mother-in-law, sister-in-law and others abusing you.  She understood all that 
when sometimes other people (Non Bangali professionals) who is from a different 
culture that it is hard for them to understand what I am going through”. (Rowshanara). 
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Jhorna spoke about it not just being an issue of culture or language when she sought 

support from her local victim support.  She said, 

 
“I called the support team and despite me explaining things to them, it was the 
dismissiveness of them that was hard to manage. Now, I am aware of what the support 
should be available to me and still I received nothing, because it happens in my 
community’. (Jhorna) 
 
She went on to say:  
 
“It’s not about language anymore, it more about who we are as a community, it’s about 
racial discrimination, being negative about the community, and showing they 
(services) don’t care”. (Jhorna). 
 
 
Jhorna continued to say that what had helped her was ensuring she had support that 

looked familiar to her and her cultural, religion, and parenting practices, and she had 

sought this outside of her own local authority.   

 

All the women commented that women’s organisations they accessed were less 

formal, less threatening and allowed them to talk about issues about wider family 

members and abuse within the Bangladeshi context.   This had been more beneficial 

as it had incorporated their religious beliefs as part of their support system.  This 

absence of racial prejudice reduced the barriers they faced talking about the abuse 

they experienced.  

 

6.5. What has not helped? 

A particular theme within domestic violence and abuse is the social isolation of women 

both from their families and other social networks.  This key method of control their 

perpetrator employ.  Having knowledge of what services are available is key to women 

considering what might be helpful for them to access.  Studies have shown that many 

women would not seek support without first seeking their informal support from friends 
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and family (Afrouz et al, 2018).  Women in this study were reluctant to speak to their 

immediate family about abuse due to their concern to protect their extended families 

from harm.   It is about shielding their families from the shame and saving face in the 

community.   

 

The women spoke candidly about the lack of acknowledgement of the abuse in the 

community as being seriously unhelpful.   In some cases - Ruhi, Hawa and Jhorna, 

they spoke more strongly, saying that it is the community that had been least helpful 

by blaming women for the disruption of family and community.  They believe this 

attitude is steep into the traditional way of life and patriarchal understanding of 

women’s position in family and society.  

 

The women also spoke about the failures of agencies like the police, health, and social 

care.  These agencies will be approached by them only as a last resort.  The fact that 

professionals and their responses help perpetuate stereotypes about Bangladeshi 

women means that individuals feel they will tarnish the reputation of the family if they 

contact these services.  It continues the notion that Bangladeshi women do not want 

to access support and therefore there is already an assumption of support not 

required, so the level of abuse are further minimised and support services not 

developed.  One professional interviewee said: 

“I think domestic violence across, in all communities, I think sometimes the victims do, 
or somebody who is going through that, minimise it (abuse) and also professionals 
minimise it too when it is Bangladeshi mothers in some cases”, (profA1). 
 
When addressing support when children are involved, social care featured the most 

mainly for the three women in this study.  For the women, children and their welfare 

were central part of not wanting agencies involved.  The intense pressure women 
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talked about where the professional view had been for them to leave the household, 

not necessarily what they wanted.  They all commented that they were asked to “jump 

through hoops” and placed the sole burden of participating in all aspect of social care 

involvement.  Adding to the already abusive circumstance they were in. 

 

The women spoke about their abusers not been held accountable or asked to be 

involved left them more vulnerable while continuing to protect their children on their 

own.   Burdening the women and making her accountable for the protection of their 

children was a key reason given by the women for staying in the violent relationship 

rather than seek help.  This allowed them to be at home rather than not being able to 

manage on their own and living in temporary accommodation, which later may mean 

they are having to return to the abusive home regardless.  The likelihood of receiving 

sensitive and appropriate support was considered low by the women and, therefore, 

they felt it was better to not seek support from formal agencies which was not helpful.  

 

Conclusion 

In conversation with the women in this study, what had been evident is that they do 

want to speak about violence in the home but do want support within in the community.  

There were significant barriers to talking about domestic violence and abuse and living 

within a violent relationship.  Different methods are therefore required to support them 

in seeking help. 

 

What they see as effective intervention is that it should ideally reflect and comes from 

their own community.  There is an understanding that this helps validate the fact that 

abuse happens, and women deserve support in dealing with an abusive man in the 
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community.  It is about seeking support in preserving their family unit and not about 

males being disrespected or disregarded in the family and community.  Many of the 

women in this study stayed significant amount of time in a violent relationship before 

seeking help but remained fearful of retribution and more violence once they spoke 

out about the abuse.   

 

It is notable that some of the women in the study, only felt able to seek help, usually 

in the form of therapeutic support, after taking part in this research.  Talking about their 

experience has somewhat broken the taboo of seeking emotional support while not 

been considered as being “fagol”.  The women have made slow progress in wanting 

to talk about abuse in the home, but have highlighted their barriers in the home, in 

society and institutions that are meant to support them – but this last point suggest 

that it is possible if women are approached in a sensitive way.  

 

Chapter 7: Mother’s narrative of children and family impacted by 

domestic violence and abuse. 

7.1.  Introduction 

In this chapter I explore the impact domestic violence and abuse has on children’s 

lives through their mother’s perspective and within the context of parenting children 

through domestic violence and abuse.  I explore how children navigate living with 

violence within their families.  Children were not directly interviewed for this study due 

to challenges highlighted in gaining access and consent already discussed in chapter 

3.   In this chapter I discuss how children are often ‘caught up’ within domestic violence 

and abuse and are used in the coercive control of their mothers.  For children within 

the Bangladeshi community this is not only by primary perpetrators i.e. fathers, but by 



263  

other family members as an extended family unit.  I highlight the cultural practices 

which means   children are not involved in adults’ discussions and mother’s may limit 

or avoid talking to their children about domestic violence and abuse.  This Chapter will 

conclude the impact of domestic violence and abuse on children through the mother’s 

perspective. 

 

7.2. Mother’s perceptive on parenting and domestic violence in 

children’s lives 

Many children live with domestic violence and abuse as an aspect of their everyday 

lives and have little control over their lives where adults make decisions on their behalf 

(Macdonald, 2017).  Research into children’s participation where domestic violence 

and abuse occurs has revealed a lack of attendance to the voice of the child (Kosher 

& Ben-Arieh, 2019).  Children’s experience and voices are underrepresented in 

academic literature and professionals’ practice on domestic violence and abuse 

(Callaghan, Alexander et al, 2015) and children remain under-recognised as direct 

victims of violence and abuse.   While new research and working practices are 

emerging to support listening to and hearing children’s voices in the field, this 

continues to remain limited.    

 

Exploring domestic violence and abuse and the harm to children within the 

Bangladeshi community is difficult.  The traditional approach to parenting within the 

community has been to ensure that children are not involved in adult conversations.  

The mothers in this study confirmed that often in circumstances of “fights” in the house, 

children were removed regardless of age as a way of protecting them from harm.  

However, this overlooks the concept of the children seeing the aftermath of the abuse 
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on the mother which is rarely considered by the mothers to be harmful for children in 

the family. 

 

The idea that children can be harmed without being physically present or being directly 

abused is something which mothers in study found difficult to accept at the initial stage 

of their engagement and developed within the process of their interview.  Shanaz 

commented,  

“We tried to keep the house as normal as possible after a fight. So he would be 
bickering with me, and those arguments will go on. Like people we know will have 
normal conversation, but that would be an argument in our house which would be bad.  
And for my daughter these things became so normal for her she would keep playing, 
she would be doing things like this is nothing. Only time she would come and push 
him (Husband) away from me is because I would cover myself or my face because he 
would be coming towards me to hit me”.  (Shanaz)   
 

 
Shanaz spoke about how her daughter would react but reflected that this had become 

normalised within in household for her children.  While she recognised that children 

just seeing “yelling and shouting” may have some impact, but she was of the view 

young children “forget quickly”.  However, during the course of the interview she came 

to accept that the harm her children have experienced through living with domestic 

violence and abuse has affected them.   The idea aspect of children being harmed by 

seeing and hearing violence was not fully understood in any deeper way by many of 

the mothers, with the exceptions of Jhorna and Hawa who were able to understand 

the impact on children through their own professional practices and as mother living 

with domestic violence and abuse.   Hawa was able to identify the need to protect her 

children when they were younger, through in trying her best for the children not to see 

her being hit or abused in front of them.  However, she acknowledged this still not 
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acceptable as her children knew abuse took place.  This was recognised to have an 

emotional impact on them identified they later received support through counselling. 

 

Wider research acknowledges that children are harmed when they see their mothers 

being harmed (Katz, 2022).   However, despite the research attempts the community 

and social context of domestic violence and abuse, and the dominant media 

representation about professional practice or (lack of practice) continues to exclude 

children as potential victims of domestic violence and abuse and their participation 

remains limited (Houghton, 2015; Katz, 2016). 

 

It is important to highlight the violent environment children live in when domestic 

violence and abuse is involved, and the constant risk of harm they are exposed to.   

As chapter 2 explained the recent Domestic Abuse Act 2021 has begun to recognise 

children as direct victim of domestic violence and abuse.  Fully understanding 

domestic violence and abuse needs to continue to consider how coercive control 

affects both the mother and children.   

 

All the women in the study talked about different forms of coercive control and how at 

times this had encompassed extreme forms of coercion in which children were 

involved for the gain of other adults in the family as described by Hawa, 

“The main thing was on children and how my children were used, I think the fact that 
if you make your child part of the whole thing (abuse) if you make them part of it 
whether you’re using them as being part of a weapon, so using them to attack you.  
That’s where the problem happens that your child becomes a shield for you and your 
child becomes something that can be used and manipulated to get what they want 
from you. You know once your child becomes an instrument (for them) in this, in the 
cycle, that’s where the child becomes physically and mentally scarred, and I think this 
is why I’ve always kept them away from it as much as I can”. Hawa 
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Hawa’s explanation of the harm to her children and how she parented them through 

living with domestic violence and abuse represents a first step for Bangali mother’s 

acceptance that children can and are harmed when they see and hear domestic 

violence and abuse.   

 

My study has identified issues that have not been investigated to any significant 

degree within literature regarding the Bangladeshi community.  Domestic violence and 

abuse remain significantly under researched within this community in the UK.   The 

meaning of Bangladeshi family values is poorly understood within a non-Muslim 

majority country.  This includes little acknowledgement of why children are “kept out 

of (adult) conversations” linked to the traditional values of wanting to protect children 

in the home from adult matters.  Such actions are well intended in families; however, 

in the context of domestic violence and abuse it means the impacts on children are 

not acknowledged and violence continues to be seen as a solely adult-to-adult affair.   

This further limit children’s involvement in sharing their concerns about domestic 

violence and abuse when children themselves may have been coerced in to the “web 

of silence” about domestic violence and abuse. 

 

7.3. Impact of domestic violence and abuse on children  

In my research all the mothers described their experiences of coercive control and the 

related experiences of their children.  However, in most cases, they did not recognise 

or name this as a form of harm to their children or children being abused unless 

children were caught in the physical fights between the parents.   Some of these 

resonate from a common cultural understanding that children are only affected if they 

themselves are physically hit.  The extent to which children can be harmed by 
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experiencing abuse and seeing their mother’s being abused has not been recognised 

by the mothers themselves, despite them describing the impact on their children.  

Hannah talked about her son being withdrawn, and when asked whether she thought 

this was because of him experiencing abuse, in their home, her response highlighted 

some of the dilemmas most of the women in the study struggled with:  

 
“I always thought parents give their children good childhood, like given them food, 
clothe, love, and protect them, but also discipline them when needed.  But I didn’t 
know that children get affected when they see their mothers are being hit in front of 
them or being shouted at.  They saw all that shouting and screaming, and this is hard 
for any children I suppose affa” (Hannah) 
 
 
Despite her comments above, Hannah did not feel this had long term implication for 

her son’s emotional development.  It aligns with a tendency of mothers to portray 

children as fragile and are not able to make sense of the abuse. This view of children 

lacking competencies and framing them as ignorant or unaware of abuse children’s 

own needs as victims of abuse remain obscured.  Both care givers and professionals 

not speaking to them directly can add to the harm children experience where violence 

is persistent in the home.  This in turn limits the focus to adult protection within the 

domestic violence and abuse agenda as the mothers have highlighted in this study.   

 

Hannah spoke about the violence in the home and how this impacted on her children, 

when she said,  

“Affa, when the children’s dad would come home, my children would always be 
anxious, and you can see this on their faces.  They would look terrified and see me 
being hit. My son had some serious anger issues and still needing support in school. 
But he was the child most loved by his father and anything he did he was always right 
in his father’s eyes. And you know looking back now, I think he (husband) used my 
son to get what he wanted from me”.  (Hannah) 
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Fatima stated that her children would see her husband shout and scream at her, as 

she explained,  

 
“He (husband) would come home after losing a lot money in gambling, and shout at 
me in front of my children.  This continued to happen in front of the boys, and they 
would run out of the room, I used to tell them, if he gets angry with me don’t argue with 
him or each other and leave the room, this was the way of limiting the fights in front of 
the children” (Fatima) 
 
Fatima’s comment highlights the safety strategies mothers employed to keep their 

children safe and protected.  It is recognised that mothers can act protectively but can 

also overlook and minimise the harm their children are exposed to when domestic 

violence and abuse is present. 

 
Hannah also continued to highlight that her children were harmed when they were 

seeing her being abused in front of them and they would ask her directly to take action 

so that their father would stop hitting and swearing at her as she explained,  

 
“My daughter would ask me to leave him and divorce him so he will no longer be with 
us to hurt us or abuse us” (Hannah) 
 
Despite the comments and their observations both mother’s felt they were protecting 

their children and were not able to see that being exposed to violence had significant 

impact on their children as being present while violence occurred.  However, Hannah’s 

comment does highlight some recognition of harm to her children as she says that her 

husband could no longer “hurt us” despite mothers minimising the abuse children are 

exposed to. 

 

Shanaz talked about how later after leaving her husband she realised the impact of 

her son living with violence had.  She stated, 
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“When my children seeing their mother constantly sobbing, crying, the father is 
constantly shouting and screaming, whether this is at 3am or whichever, it affects the 
child mentally, because they are seeing it all the time”. (Shanaz) 
 
Shanaz continue to explain,  
 
“There was occasion when my daughter would cry and ask me and say mum why can’t 
we have a normal family like other people?” (Shanaz) 
 
However, Shanaz and other women in this study would not speak to their children 

about the children’s experiences, rather considering an important part of their 

parenting to be not speaking about the violence to avoid re-traumatising the children 

by talking about the fights.  Through mother’s perception of children as a passive 

observer (rather than direct victim) of domestic violence and abuse they continue to 

marginalise children’s voices on the issue of domestic violence and abuse within the 

Bangladeshi community. 

 

As noted above, the representation of children in situations of domestic violence and 

abuse as passive witnesses rather than direct victims of harm is reproduced through 

these narratives and remains a course for concerns in practice and in academic and 

professional discourse.   While children are affected by domestic violence and abuse, 

they were not given the status of direct victims of violence by most mothers in this 

study, rather considered as secondary victims of abuse – as seen elsewhere in 

research (Callaghan and Alexander, 2015).  

 

What is evident is that failing to recognise the risk that domestic violence and abuse 

poses to a child’s safety in the home puts children at increased risk of significant harm 

(Hester 2011).  It was clear that mothers continued to frame children within the terms 

of “witnesses” to domestic violence and abuse rather than see them as victims. The 

women emphasise that children were not usually physically hurt (see also, Callaghan 



270  

and Alexander, 2015).   This reflects a paradox identified in academic and policy 

discourses about children who live with domestic violence and abuse, positioning them 

as either damaged or protected them from harm by their non-abusing parent.   This 

framing is common in the UK though different from other countries, such as the 

Norwegian model.  

 

The Norwegian model requires both child and the parent’s perspective when working 

with domestic violence and abuse (Øverlien, 2009), hence supporting the view that 

both mother and children are victims.  In the case of the mothers in this study, it has 

been difficult to identify recognition that their children are harmed and can be co-

victims of their abuse (Katz, 2022) and this is not just inflicted by fathers but from other 

family member through the control of both mother and children’s experiences.  While 

mothers recognised some impact on their children, the acceptance of this being abuse 

was not always agreed.  Leema explained that: 

“He (her husband) would take my son to the park and make him run the full length of 
the park, said he needed to lose weight and be healthy (exercise) and my son would 
come home and cry because he was tired” (Leema).   
 
She than continues to say that she felt this was not good for her son or any child as it 

causes discomfort, particularly for her child, but also said that he would not hurt him 

intentionally as she had a notion that her husband does not abuse their children.  

 

Hannah talked about how her husband will sexually abuse her in the bedroom while 

the children were in the house with the television on at a loud volume.  She says, 

 
“they would see him push me.  Sometimes he would hold my neck in front of them” 
(Hannah).    
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However, her understanding (at the time) was that they did not see what happened or 

hear anything and therefore this will not affect them.  However, she now reflected and 

agreed this may have affected her children, both emotionally and physically.  Hannah 

moved on to talk about other children in the family, i.e., her nieces and nephews who 

were aware of violence taking place in her house.   She highlighted that her younger 

daughter would tell her cousins about mum and dad fighting.  When Hannah’s 

husband visited her maternal house, her niece would run to hide from him as she was 

scared that he will hit them.   

 

Children from the extended families hear, see and are aware of violence and the 

aftermath of the events in their extended family members.  This has impacts on their 

own emotional well-being in ways that no one speaks about and therefore their fears 

of their relatives being hit and children experiencing the violence and its aftermath are 

not acknowledged.  Jhorna talked about how her husband would ask her to contribute 

to his family expenses and for presents, for people she had no relationship with, and 

when she refused, he would physically abuse her while her son was present.  She 

said,  

“I asked him why he can’t buy it as he earns good money, he grabbed hold of me off 
the bed, dragged me down the stairs while my son was screaming and crying, he then 
pushed me out of the front door and shut the door.  My son continued crying inside”.  
(Jhorna). 
 

Hawa disclosed that she did not want her children to be affected and ensured their 

lives were full and busy as a way to achieve this, as she explained,  

“I didn’t want them to do or have the same, have to face the same problems that I did 
as I was growing up. We faced a lot of prejudices and racism and to huge amount, 
you know? They held us back a lot and I am really determined that they would not 
have to do that. I would put them in to lots of clubs.  They’d be constantly busy with 
things, and they’d learn to make friends in different groups and environment. I think 
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that was kind of like my strategy as well to start to find ways of dealing with what’s 
going on in my life” (Hawa). 
 
Hawa described how she focused her energy on the improvement and activities for 

her children often to avoid them being at home where the abuse was constant and 

keeping her children busy and away from abuse that may have impacted on their 

emotional well-being.  While mothers provided protective strategies, their denial of 

harm to their children can also be seen as a difficulty in accepting that their best 

endeavours may not have been enough. 

 

Some of the mothers talked about the impact they observed but felt they could not talk 

about it or involve any other services for the fear of the unknown.  Therefore their 

children continued without support.   Hannah talked about her daughter when she said,  

“Once I found my second daughter under the table as soon as she heard the key in 
the front door, scared and crying.  She also went to my brother’s daughter who is the 
same age as her telling her that she wished her dad never came back home from work 
and that he is not like her dad, good” (Hannah). 
 
As highlighted by Hannah, children clearly are willing and want to talk, and within 

extended family settings do talk with their relatives as highlighted by Hannah.  Yet 

again this remains underexplored within the professional practice and work with 

children who are exposed to domestic violence and abuse and has not been 

investigated to any greater depth. 

 
Children themselves were noted to seek different strategies in managing the abuse in 
the house, as Hannah continues,  
 
“My first daughter just puts all her energy in studying and distracting herself from what 
her father was doing at home” (Hannah). 
 
Other strategies Hawa discussed was how she and her children will have code words 

between them.  These could be used when either her husband or mother-in-law 
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seemed to be starting an incident of abuse, both verbal and physical and she wanted 

to reduce the impact of this on her children as she explained,  

“So when we saw that they (husband and his mother) were getting like that, say there’d 
be certain triggers you could see that he’s going to start.  So, we’d say these words 
and they would than leave the room or they would go and do something but they’d 
doing it in a way that he wouldn’t notice that they’re leaving because of that (his 
anger)”. (Hawa) 
 

In these scenarios the women described, they explained that their husbands had no 

regards for the emotion or the well-being of their children and continued the abuse 

regardless, often saying they are not hitting the children.   This relates to the cultural 

perspective that if children or adults are not physically hit, they are not being abused.  

What has been an important discussion with the women was to explore why they feel 

children are not harmed when they themselves described harmful acts by their 

husbands.  A viewpoint of the women, that they are unable to comprehend or accept 

their husbands will abuse their children and therefore often minimise this happening 

and therefore minimising abuse.  

 

Children who experience domestic violence and abuse in their homes experience it 

with all their senses, they hear it, see it, and experience the aftermath of violence on 

their mothers (Øverlien and Hydén 2009, p.279).  However, according to Katz (2016) 

this knowledge is not reflected in most research on children and domestic violence 

and abuse.  She argues, that, when speaking about children and domestic violence, 

the focus on children’s exposures to domestic violence and abuse has been on 

physical violence (Katz, 2016, p.47) until very recently, which aligns with the concept 

the mothers in study identify with.   
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The acknowledgment of harm to children from other forms of violence has not been 

considered in the community to any great extent.  Children can be harmed by non-

physical abusive behaviours inherent in coercive control, including continual 

monitoring, isolation, and verbal/emotional/psychological and financial abuses (Katz, 

2016 p.46).  The impact of harm described by the mothers in this study evidenced the 

level of harm children have been exposed to and its significant effect on them.  

 

Indeed, several other studies have concluded that exposure to domestic violence and 

abuse has strongly adverse outcomes for children, resulting in raised levels of 

aggression, depression, anger, and anxiety that impact on their long-term mental 

health (Kitzmann et al, 2003; Knapp, 1998). 

This was highlighted by Rowshanara when she said,  

“Affa there’s lots of things that I think affected my children.  I would be spending hours 
in the kitchen preparing the family food. You know my son would be unwell and I would 
not be able to see my son for hours.  There were other times when my mother-in-law 
would take him and tell me off saying I need to start him on bottle milk so she can take 
him off me and look after him.  This might be the reason I feel I haven’t been able to 
bond with my son and she has a better bonding with him”. (Rowshanara). 
 
Fatima spoke about the impact the violence had on her son when she talked about 

how he was affected, she explained,  

“Affa, my son started shouting at home with the other two children and with me. This 
wasn’t helped by the family where his dadi (paternal grandmother) will say, ha beta 
go, are betainte etha khoreni (he is a boy and boys do that) as she was encouraging 
him to behave like this so that she can blame me for his behaviour. He started finding 
it hard in school as his behaviour was difficult to manage. This affected him so much”.  
(Fatima). 
 
 
There is evidence here that in retrospect, mothers do recognise some impact of abuse 

on their children while often not fully accepting the degree to which their children have 

been harmed or being able to see this at the time.  There are wide ranging harm that 

are emotional, behavioural and physical that mothers at times denied having an impact 
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on their children.  The wide-ranging effects of domestic violence and abuse have been 

summarised and listed by Fergus (2007) as physical injuries (bruising, broken bones), 

physical manifestation of emotional problems, (self-harm, bed wetting, and weight 

loss), behavioural problems (aggression and introversion) emotional problems, (fear, 

insecurity, low self-esteem) and social problems (isolation, poor social skills).    

 

Other researchers like Katz (2016, 2022) argues that children are harmed by non-

physical abusive behaviours inherent to coercive control-based domestic violence and 

abuse that their mothers suffer from their violent partners.  The range of abuse children 

suffer involves tactics that are intended to intimidate, humiliate, degrade, exploit, 

isolate and control (Stark, 2009) them and their mothers.   This means the 

victim/survivors tend to experience control-based domestic violence and abuse as 

ongoing and cumulative abuse (Stark, 2009).   This is supported by evidenced within 

my study.   Furthermore, a review of the wider literature on domestic violence and 

abuse and children confirms that majority of the children who are exposed to domestic 

violence and abuse live in fear of their own and their mother’s safety on a daily basis 

(Stanley 2011). 

 

There is a common assumption in research that children are unable to understand the 

experience the impact of domestic violence and abuse on themselves which further 

feeds into the assumptions that they are unable to make meaning of their experiences 

of being exposed to domestic violence and abuse.   These paternalistic and silencing 

perspectives makes children more vulnerable and have potential to place them at 

greater risk of harm.   Through the reflective space provided by the interview, mothers 

begun to accept to a degree that children are harmed despite being not physically 
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abused, however, still feel that they are best protected by not being spoken to about 

the violence.  Their preoccupation of not wanting to traumatise their children is well 

intended but misinformed as children therefore remain voiceless in the community 

about domestic violence and abuse.  

 
The rationale for this study was to enable children’s voices to come to the forefront of 

academic research and to provide the basis for practice that will support all children 

as victims and survivors of violence in the home, with a specific focus on Bangladeshi 

children’s need as victims.  This remains limited and evidence about the impact on 

children are relied up on the account of their mother’s perspective of harm to children. 

 
7.4. Children used as part of domestic violence and abuse– The 

web of silence. 

Domestic violence and abuse often undermine the mother child relationship 

significantly.   When Bangladeshi children are involved within domestic violence and 

abuse and are part of the extended family unit there are different level of harm and 

control children may be subject it to.  Through the discussions with mothers in this 

study, what had been clear is that the children have their loyalties to both abusing and 

non-abusing parents as well as grandparents and the family unit.   In order to ensure 

that matters of family remaining private, mothers described how children are often 

coached and coerced by family members including mothers not to disclose abuse 

outside of the family.   Alternatively, there are times when children are coerced to act 

against their mother by other female family members.   

 

Fatima talked about how she would ask her children not to talk about the abuse 

outside, for example talking to school, as she explained,  
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“They (school) will ask me if everything is ok at home.  Affa, I used to ask my children 
kitchu khoyna na (don’t say anything). I heard that if you report it to anyone social 
workers come and take them away. I couldn’t live without my children” (Fatima) 
 

Fatima’s comment highlighted mothers very real fears that contact with services would 

lead to losing custody of their children and highlights how lack of trust in services 

impacts their ability to access help.  Shanaz talked about how she would ask her 

children not to say anything to their nani bari (maternal grandparents house) about the 

fights they have at home, but she felt the children did talk to other children in the family 

and share their fears.  Some of the mothers spoke about continually telling children 

not to talk about what happened (not naming the abuse) with maternal families and 

keeping secretes.   

 

Other research suggests this creates a “web of silence” and secrecy.   Humphreys et 

al., (2006) say that emerging from a situation dominated by secrecy, silence, and fear 

harms children’s emotional development and the mother child relationship of trust and 

support (also see Mullender et al, 2002). 

 

Rowshanara talked about how she felt her relationship with her son was affected as 

he was asked to keep secrets by his paternal aunty and grandmother and also 

interrogated about his maternal family (by his paternal family) when he visited.  She 

said,  

“The children being asked different things, and I wasn’t able to do anything about it, 
my son started shouting at me, and didn’t trust me.  He didn’t want to go to his nani’s 
house because people keep asking him things when he get back and I go with him to 
his nanis house, this affected his and my relationship a lot” (Rowshanara)  
 

Fear and secrecy continue to make the mothers and children more vulnerable where 

the abuse is not discussed and blame for the cause of violence is directed to the 
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mother.   It is also about dividing families and often seen as intentionally damaging the 

mother children relationship.  Some of the women in the study talked about attempts 

made by other family members in damaging relationship deliberately to further isolate 

mothers in the house and allowing the abuse to continue. 

 

Hannah described how her mother-in-law and other family members will say things to 

her son as she explained below and that mother-in-law plays mind games with her 

using her son, when she explained,  

“It’s like playing mind games, telling him that I don’t love him and give him things, that 
dadi (Paternal grandmother) loved him more and I took him away from her and so 
many things like that, it’s messing with mind innit” (Hannah) 
 

Almost all the mothers stated they would not be able to speak to their children about 

abuse happening despite the children being aware of violence and abuse and what 

abuse they experience from other family members.   As noted earlier there is a 

traditional practice that children should be kept away from being involved in adults’ 

affairs even if the children were teenagers or young adults with good levels of 

understanding.  The women all cited it is a “personal shorom” to say to their children 

that they are being hit or abused and that they would not be able to discuss any other 

form of abuse at all.  Mirroring this, children who are aware of abuse were noted not 

to discuss this with their mothers.  Literature suggests that mothers dismiss or fail to 

recognise that this is the children’s way of helping and protecting their mothers 

(Humphreys et al, 2006). 

 

The women discussed how traditional Bangladeshi extended family living added to the 

layer of abuse using children had been discussed by the women.  Younger children 

were removed from the mother’s care during the day by paternal grandmothers, to 
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ensure mothers carried out the duties assigned to her as a daughter-in-law.   This was 

highlighted as housework and taking care of the in-laws, but also that the children 

belong to the father and his family as their heirs and therefore mothers have less 

authority and power.   This echoes findings from research in wider South Asian 

communities by Thiara & Gill (2010).  They note that within many South Asian 

communities:   

“a key aspect of the abuse experienced by women was the systemic denial of a 
relationship with their children, who were seen as the property of the fathers and their 
families” (Thiara & Gill, 2010, p.162).   
 
This is reported by the eight women in my study, who said that this is a practice they 

are reminded of if they explored their option to leave a relationship, when the threats 

of the children being kept by the paternal families was high.   Here it is important to 

say that while practices and parenting are evolving with younger generation of mothers 

and their parents, there are difficulties that persists through generations of women 

living within an extended family environment.   

 

The silence surrounding abuse deeply affects the lives of mother and children 

(Humphreys et al, 2006) and restricts their movement.  Interviewees also spoke about 

related issues when parenting of children when they as mothers worked.   Maternal 

grandparents (mainly grandmothers cited in the study) were noted to play a significant 

role in parenting and caring for the children while mothers worked.   The women in the 

study talked about how their children were continuously asked by paternal family 

members about places they visited and who was present in the house.  With younger 

children the mother was questioned by their mother-in-laws about the cleanliness of 

the baby, changes of nappies and how they left the house in the morning and how 

they were returned.  This was difficult and belittling for the mother.  The children were 
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also subjected to questioning about what they ate, how they were collected from 

school by the maternal family including whether they were “told off” for anything by the 

family.   Therefore, children occupied the role of “spy” and worried that what they share 

could put their mothers at risk of harm.  Mothers talked about how this affected their 

and their children’s emotions, but continues to persist in saying children were fine, 

therefore denying the impact of abuse. 

 

 
7.5. Mother’s reluctance in children being spoken to 

As previously noted, there is limited knowledge of the children’s voices being heard in 

domestic violence and abuse research, and even less including the voices of minority 

children as I have highlighted in this study.  This knowledge gap has been further 

evidenced when identified seeking literature that addresses domestic violence and 

abuse.   The effects on children from minority communities’ cultural values of living 

within an extended families’ settings has not been explored.  There are no specific 

research identifies children’s impact while living within an extended family household.  

As Fernandez (1997) noted research on extended family and violence has focused on 

adult-to-adult violence with as other researcher has highlighted previously 

(Fernandez, 1997) but no mention of the impact this has on children within the home.  

All women in this study confirmed that children growing up in the UK would live within 

their extended families at some point in their lives.    

 

For many families this is often for prolonged periods of time where intergenerational 

households are common within the Bangladeshi community.  The parenting of children 

by multiple care givers including parents, grandparents, uncles, and aunts living 

together plays a significant part in children’s lives.   As a result there is potential for 
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the children’ voices not being prominent in adults matters.  The traditional practice in 

the Bangladeshi community is to ensure children are left out of adult’s discussions.  

As Hawa explained that when there are issues of conflict or argument she stated, “the 

children would be asked to leave the room when their father would go off into one, so 

that they (children) are not involved” (Hawa).  Hawa’s explanation of sending the 

children out of the room is a symbolic way of her wanting to protect the children from 

experiencing the abuse she suffered from her husband and her mother-in-law.   This 

had been repeated by other women in this study who would ask their children to be 

taken out from the house by other relatives, as they see this as protecting the physical 

and emotional well-being of their children.   

 

A striking commonality among the women interviewed had been, their own lack of 

understanding of the role of their children in the home when violence and abuse took 

place.  They commented that by sending the children out of sight while “fights” were 

happening reduced the chances of their abusers also punishing the children for being 

there with their mothers, and therefore the children are protected from harm.  What 

had been difficult for the mothers to understand was that children living in hostile 

environment were becoming emotionally disconnected with their mothers, something 

the women felt they were able to identify during their participation in these interviews, 

Rowshanara explained, 

“Both my older children don’t believe anything I say, and I was struggling in managing 
them. My son has difficulties with talking to me.  He went on social media and wrote 
quite dangerous religious statements then police got involved with him. This was really 
difficult for me. His father was encouraging him, and I think he (father) is doing this to 
make my life hard, but what is difficult is that the children are not understanding that 
they are being used by their (father’s) family and ruining their future. My son just 
learning how to abuse women and not how to be respectful to women and has no 
relationship with me”. (Rowshanara) 
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Rowshanara highlighted of how violent behaviours being normalised and adopted 

among children (mainly male children) is another example of another way harm 

manifests. 

 
Rowshanara continued and talked about how her husband will continue to shout and 

tell the children off, but if she wanted to intervene, he will threaten her in saying he is 

talking to his children.  The undermining of her parenting of the children meant her 

children were losing respect of her authority as the parent.  Her inability to stop this 

with her husband had adverse reaction where her son would become angry towards 

her often encouraged by her husband.  Despite the impact and strains on her 

relationship, Rowshanara would not want her son to speak to anyone outside of the 

family home fearing the removal of her children from her care by agencies like the 

police and social care.  Therefore, telling the children not to speak to agencies was a 

way of protecting her children and ensuring children remained in the family with her. 

 

Hannah talked about her children but felt the abuse was more targeted to her son, as 

her husband wanted a “perfect” son.  She said,  

“Little things continued to happen like he would shout at me, and the kids would see 
that, my son slowly became withdrawn, and he would say your son is disable, has no 
brain and all that.  The love of his son started running thin very soon because he 
wanted a perfect son, and my son was showing signs of difficulties which his father 
clearly didn’t like. I now know my son has been autistic”.  (Hannah) 
 
Hannah explained further that despite the incidences at home she would tell her 
children,  
 
“Like they all saw school counsellors, but never spoke about their dad hitting me at 
home. I would tell them not to say anything to any one so that they can continue living 
with me”. (Hannah) 
 
The overlooking of children’s experiences and maintaining secrecy about abuse was 

linked to mother’s beliefs that their children were unaware of the level of physical and 
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verbal abuse their mother was exposed to.  However, this contrasts with research that 

suggests children are generally aware of the high level of abuse their mothers have 

experienced from different family members.   There is also evidence that children’s 

awareness of abuse impacts their relationship with their caregivers.  Thiara and Gill 

(2012) in their interview of 45 mothers and 19 children cited that children who were 

aware of the abuse were more likely to side with their mothers and felt the abuse 

mothers experienced from the perpetrator was not right.  Children often had more 

emotional supporting relationship with their mothers when they were aware of the level 

of abuse the mothers have been exposed to.  This study identified that older teenage 

girls were more likely to have a closer relationship with their mothers and wanted to 

protect their mothers from physical abuse as one of the mothers explained,  

“Something happened, he came home and started the usual (argument and fight), 
swearing, pushing me and hitting me on my head. I was bleeding and my eldest 
daughter walked in the house.  She run between him and me and he slapped her 
across the face. Even than she told him to stop, or she will call the police.  But because 
I have never done it (calling police) he thought she will never do it. That day I didn’t 
say a word and just wanted all this to stop, I had enough, and my daughter called the 
police and had her father arrested for hitting her and me.  This was the first time I 
disclosed what I had been suffering for years.  He was charged and sentenced”. 
(Hannah) 
 
 Mothers in this study continued to uphold their position of not wanting to discuss the 

abuse with their children and hold the view that culturally and for children this is the 

best way of protecting their children.  They were not willing to discuss abuse in the 

home with the children and when children have been directly exposed to the violence, 

mothers coerced children not to speak about violence and abuse in the home.  This 

restricts the children’s voices significantly within the Bangladeshi community. 

 

Archard and Skivenes (2009) highlighted that there are uncertainties, striking 

ambiguity, and lack of understanding of the precise role children can and should play 
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(p.391) when domestic violence and abuse is present in their lives.    The inconsistent 

approach to children’s right to participate and their right to be protected presents 

challenges for those working with them when children are coerced by their parent not 

to disclose abuse in the home.  There is evidence of an over emphasis and concern 

that includes issues about managing risks and pre-empting re-traumatising children 

(Bovarnick, et al, 2018) a view held by the mothers in this study, and which may inhibit 

children’s participations in hearing children’s voices and protection of children are 

seen separately.  This is particularly difficult when a child’s own views are being 

presented by adults who themselves are victims of abuse.  Some research suggests 

difficulties of involving children makes it further difficult for their voices to be heard 

(Gilbertson & Barber 2002; Curtis et al. 2004).   This feeds into the assumption that 

children cannot be included in sharing their voices.   

 

Article 12 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) 

confirms that a child is free to express their views in all matters affecting their lives and 

that their views should be sought and given due weight in accordance with the age 

and maturity of the child.  A concept that needs to be highlighted while being sensitive 

to the needs of different South Asian communities’ cultures and practices including 

the Bangladeshi community.  Children need to be provided with opportunities to be 

heard and should be involved in decisions and planning that affect their lives, either 

directly or indirectly.  

 

Macdonald (2017) state that the children’s perspective is vital if professionals are to 

develop an understanding of children’s viewpoint as distinct from that of adults within 

the family, and within domestic violence and abuse.   Children’s participation should 



285  

be included and taken into account not just because it is their right to be heard, but 

also because of the inherent value and contribution children make to assessments 

and decision-making (Macdonald 2017 p.3) and the betterment of their family life. 

 

Involving children in general and particularly Bangladeshi children in research remains 

challenging as the gatekeeps are the mothers of children and therefore issues of 

consent are difficult to navigate.  In considering the cultural practice of the Bangladeshi 

community, children are conditioned from an early age to remain separate from that 

of adult’s conversation or matters concerning disputes.  The construction of parenting 

and respect for elders often prevents children sharing their views with elders or in 

some cases with their parents, in particularly when parents are having marital 

difficulties.   The notion that children getting involved will not understand the adult’s 

affair is well ingrained in tradition within the Bangladeshi culture and requires a shift to 

hear the voices of children affected by domestic violence and abuse in the home.  

 

Millar et al’s (2018) finding has stated there is significant and troubling gap between 

what children say is helpful, e.g. being acknowledged and listened to and being 

believed when they have shared their experiences.   Seeking children’s views has 

been an ongoing difficulty and sensitive issues of ethical consideration, access, 

consent as already mentioned.   Mothers are the better judge of their situations, and 

both the mother and children’s readiness and participation in research is essential in 

talking about abuse, which has been respected within this study.  Therefore, seeking 

children’s viewpoint within this research remains limited.   As already noted, there are 

sensitive cultural and family issues, and parenting perceptions that had been taken 

into considerations, i.e. issues of family matters being shared outside of the family 
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network, outsiders knowing family’s business and keeping the Izzat (honour) of the 

family, I have addressed earlier. 

 

The other limitation women spoke about is the trauma and the work they have already 

completed with their children at times without external support being available, in 

dealing with the abuse they have experienced.   The view that speaking to different 

people about their experiences re-traumatises children and mothers commented that 

speaking to people with different cultural views often confuses and distresses children, 

therefore mothers are more reluctant to allow professionals to speak to their children.   

Children being harmed in any culture should not be accepted.   Therefore, it is 

essential to support mothers to ensure children are able to participate and are able to 

share their experiences within the research field through talking to researchers, 

including those from their own culture or community.  This will support the gap in 

knowledge for the Bangladeshi community where children are also the unintended 

victims of violence that needs acknowledgement from the community and within 

research.  

 

In this research it is imperative to consider what it means to “hear” the child and how 

children would be seen to be ‘heard” without being an active participant in the 

research.  Archard and Skivenes, (2009) stated, that a child can be “heard” in many 

different ways, i.e. directly giving oral testaments, written statement, through drawings, 

storytelling through pictures or indirectly through a specially trained advocate or 

relevant professional (Archard and Skivenes, 2009, p.392).   Meinck & Katz, (2017) 

state that, talking about violence can be a positive, empowering experience for 

children, and talking helps to challenge unhelpful assumptions about violence which 
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children may have.   When I discussed this with the mother, there had been shift in 

understanding this by the mothers that children can benefit from talking to people who 

understands their experiences of living within domestic violence and abuse (Meinck & 

Katz, 2017, p.12) 

 

Children can talk to adults and have a voice, and need to be heard when they do 

speak, which allows us (researchers) to ask questions about their own experiences, 

understanding, impact of the violence they are exposed to and the how this impact 

their everyday lives.  The dilemmas here is to be empowering the mothers and building 

a respectful alliance with them to explore the benefits to their children in speaking 

about violence in the home, hence breaking the web of silence about abuse in the 

Bangladeshi community without undermining mothers own protective efforts. 

 

7.6. Conclusion  

Many of the women in this study made a valuable contribution to the understanding 

where their children’s lack of involvement in research makes children invisible.  They 

talked about the cultural and institutional fear of why their children should not speak to 

people and the implication this has within the Bangladeshi extended family dynamics.   

This is seen as a way of protecting and safeguarding their children from further harm 

as children are blamed as much as the mothers in involving external services.   

 

The women in this study demonstrated that they in their individual way managed the 

emotional challenges and illuminated their continued strategies they employed to 

ensure they minimised the impact of domestic violence and abuse on their children.  

This is a complex intersection for them, and all the mothers were able to identify the 
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multiple challenges they are navigating through when they are victim of abuse.   What 

has been apparent is that the denial of abuse and children being abused has been the 

way of dealing with the abuse women and children experienced and were exposed to.    

 

The role paternal grandparents can play in undermining mothers parenting capacity 

has been underrecognised but is shown here to be both emotionally and culturally 

burdening on the mother.  Despite the progressive nature of the Bangladeshi 

community within the UK and parenting of children evolving, it has been disheartening 

to have the mothers discussing the lack of wanting to work together in talking to their 

children about domestic violence and abuse.   

 

This may not fit within the wider population of the Bangladeshi community, and it is 

more about the mothers’ own experiences and fear of not losing respect and about 

their “self-shame” in the eyes of their children as they have mentioned.   A strong 

cultural perceptive in holding your position as a mother who is strong and keeps 

everything together, not to show their children that they are weak within the family.   

With all the challenges the mothers discussed in this chapter an aspect that is 

particularly noteworthy in this study has been the commitment of mothers to the 

protection of their children which may not always to been as positive within the child 

protection arena.   They spoke about their first priority being their children and having 

strategies that brings the maternal protectiveness and support and the children 

together. 
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Chapter 8: Conclusion and Recommendations  

8.1. Introduction 

In my concluding chapter I explore and identify the key themes and messages from 

my research, and how I have met the research aims and objectives outlined in Chapter 

1.   The research aims were to investigate, 

a) The extent to which the voices of Bangladeshi women are heard within 

the context of domestic violence and abuse and whether women see 

themselves as victims of abuse.  

b) The challenges of hearing Bangladeshi children’s voices and whether 

mothers see their children as victims of abuse in the home.  

c) Factors that help or hinder Bangladeshi women and their children sharing 

their experiences of domestic violence and abuse.  

 

As has been described in Chapter 3, there were challenges in undertaking the 

research, not least that it took place during COVID19 pandemic.   This together was 

very significant problems in negotiating access, meant that some of these aims were 

achieved to a greater extent than others.  The voices and experiences of women 

became the key element of the research, while it provided not to be possible to include 

children as research participants.  However, these challenges also speak to the 

research questions in helping illustrate the difficulties in achieving the core research 

aims of hearing the views and experiences of women and children in the Bangladeshi 

community regarding domestic violence and abuse. 

 

The fear of retribution, reputation of the family and the fact that women are often told 

they are being “disgraced women” if they speak about abuse, limits and prevent 
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Bangladeshi women in talking about abuse they experience.  This adds to their 

experiences of other forms of abuse, oppression, racial discrimination, and gender 

inequality.  All these factors play a significant part in women not wanting to talk about 

domestic violence and abuse to anyone other than families and friends in the first 

instance.   At times this also leaves them not wanting or feeling unable to access 

services as a way of limiting the damage that may result if organisations become 

involved. 

 

The eight women’s complex narratives of how they balanced their roles within the 

home and community and the choices they had to make in respect to different cultural 

dilemmas and stigma highlighted the significant pressures placed on them in the 

context of domestic violence and abuse.  As the previous chapters have shown, there 

were complex sub-themes that have emerged in their narratives about violence.  

These highlights both the different identities they navigated and the lack of and 

understanding they received from the community and from support services.   

 

It was often considered culturally insensitive to share experiences of the violence 

women suffered from their husbands and other family members.   Women who did so 

were viewed as difficult and acting against their own cultural values.   Many people 

within the family acted as gatekeepers of what women could share about abuse.   This 

context changes the way women respond to abuse and often meant they minimised 

the level of abuse they experience.  

 

There is a community and wider society perception that, as a result of modernity, the 

independence of women, Bangladeshi woman born and brought up in Britain would 
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be able to challenge abuse more than those brought up in Bangladesh who had come 

to the UK to join their husbands.  The findings from this study suggest this is something 

of a myth.   The women talked about the many racial, cultural, and societal struggles 

they faced in seeking acceptance from family and community.   They highlighted the 

compromises they made in their marriages in keeping the family unit together.   The 

burden of dishonouring, izzat, and ensuring the reputation of the family remains intact 

was the same for all the women regardless of their country of birth. 

 

Despite this, all eight women who took part in this research did so because of a desire 

to challenge this silence.  This chapter focuses on both an overview of the eight 

women’s challenges in wanting to break the “web of silence” sharing their lived 

experiences to ensure their voices are heard and how this can be translated into 

research, policy, and practice in the future.  I talk about the lack of understanding of 

the multi-positionality of being a Bangladeshi woman in the wider society and in the 

community, and how this limits the extent to which they feel able to speak about their 

abuse.  

I end the chapter by talking about my plans for dissemination the of findings from my 

study and suggest directions for future domestic violence and abuse research and 

practice that can be supportive for the Bangladeshi women and community, including 

the involvement of the faith community.  

 

8.2. The motivation for my study  

My study has emerged from my continued frustration with the invisibility of 

Bangladeshi women in support services within the community and in research.  The 

current approach to domestic violence and abuse, the gaps in knowledge about 
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Bangladeshi women and the community response to violence has been flawed.   There 

are no clear sources of data about the experiences of women in the Bangladeshi 

community.   

 

My own findings and conclusions stem from talking to Bangladeshi women directly 

about domestic violence and abuse.   The challenges they described and experienced 

in speaking about violence, both internally in the home, community, and externally 

within the wider society highlight the barriers that remain before policy makers and 

practice leads can fully understanding the issue. 

 

A significant part of what has limited women in the community being visible and having 

a voice, is the awkwardness and the unspoken acceptance according to the women 

in this study that abuse happens but is rarely acknowledged.  In order to talk about 

domestic violence and abuse effectively in a patriarchal society, the findings from this 

research suggest that the community response, which currently takes place within a 

male dominated social structures, needs to be overhauled.   A shift away from a blame 

culture and victim blaming is essential and needs to be supported by the community 

leaders and leading Bangladeshi organisations which are mainly led by male members 

of the community.  It is important to have this led by women in the community and 

supported by government policies and fundings.   The wider societal response and 

lack of acknowledgement of violence by the community further limits women’s wiliness 

to speak about abuse.  Furthermore, women fear the retribution that may result from 

their actions, if they speak out, especially the potential impacts on their extended 

maternal families, and their female sibling’s future marriage prospects.  
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The cultural sensitivities women are having to steer through in their everyday lives 

highlights the gender inequalities, racial prejudice, and enduring power dynamic within 

their community and wider society.   This further silence them and makes it less likely 

they will talk about domestic violence and abuse.  These barriers, that hinder speaking 

about domestic violence and abuse within their own community, coupled with the lack 

of support for survivors and how women’s internalisation of the abuse further increase 

the vulnerability of many women as victims of abuse.  Interestingly, younger 

generations of women, including some of whom were in their thirties in this study, 

shared the same cultural, institutional, and societal challenges as older interviewees, 

and were bound by the same limitations of traditional practice, such as stigma around 

divorce, second marriages and feeling unable to voice abuse.   

 

My research has explored and revealed the complex intersecting challenges the 

women described and endured and the entrenched nature of coercive control, 

emotional and sexual abuse in their marital relationships.   Choosing to talk about the 

different elements of abuse they experience is seen as problematic, unacceptable and 

they are often left feeling helpless to find a solution given their fear of both the 

community response and the potential hostility of external services.  

 

8.3. Challenges of disclosure of domestic violence and abuse 

 
I have addressed the challenges women encounter when talking about domestic 

violence and abuse in Chapter 2 and later discussing the community response when 

women attempt to disclose violence and abuse.  The issues facing Bangladeshi 

women are exacerbated by wider prejudices and discrimination towards the 

community from wider society. 
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Bangladeshi women are already seen by professionals as vulnerable to patriarchal 

belief systems and practices and are often considered passive and reluctant to engage 

with professionals.  Gender inequality is perceived to be reproduced through ideas of 

honour and shame.   This is linked to wider perceptions of the Bangladeshi community 

as “backward”, living largely in poverty, and lacking in educational attainment.  It is a 

community that is considered outdated and complicit in harmful practices which restrict 

women talking about violence and abuse.   The progression of women and girls in the 

community has been significant but it is rarely highlighted or acknowledged in wider 

society.  

  

Within this cultural context, the perpetrator/abusers and their (paternal) family 

members dominate and maintain overall power and control of women, including their 

children.  The community’s approach to women often fails to consider the women’s 

position and protection.  Statutory agencies are complicit in the abuse of Bangladeshi 

women by failing to hold abusers accountable.   

 

Other dilemmas women talked about is the abuse that comes from other relationships, 

from in-laws or other extended family members.   Extended family living arrangements 

and a lack of understanding about this from professionals can blur the boundaries for 

women.   For example, women described professionals often advising women to move 

away from their families, but this can further harm women and children and it is not 

necessarily what women want.  They talked about seeking support for the abuse to 

stop and ensuring that they and their children are protected.   However, when women 

felt unable to accept professional support due to it being culturally inappropriate and/or 
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insensitive, they were perceived as refusing to want support.   The failure to protect is 

therefore becomes an additional burden placed on the women who themselves should 

be seen as the victims of abuse. 

 

As is repeatedly highlighted by this study, women choosing to speak about violence 

brings challenges and struggles.  In order to account for these distinct lived 

experiences, it is vital that professionals offer of support use a culturally and religiously 

appropriate framework.  The use of a cultural framework “highlights key ways in which 

assumptions and expectations, especially mainstream service anxieties about 

engaging with ‘race’ or cultural issues, intersect with and presents barrier to discourse” 

(Burman et al, 2004, p.336) for women. 

 

The significance of religious identities and practices continues to be overlooked by 

professionals when addressing domestic violence and abuse..   However, women in 

this study spoke about the emotional strength and support they found in their faith in 

a way that was compelling.  The study clearly indicated the importance of religious 

identity and that this had been an influential factor for women in shaping, coping, and 

moving forward in their lives and at times remaining within the home despite it being 

an abusive relationship.  However, this ‘resource’ is often disregarded by support 

services when women do seek help.  

 

Cultural and traditional practices are often seen as peculiar and negative, where there 

is a lack of understanding of why many women in the community will put the needs of 

their family and community first, before making decisions for themselves.  Family 

values are often solely associated with the roles women uphold which constraints 
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women’s lives and that of her children (Bhopal, 1997; Brah 1996) in seeking support 

with domestic violence and abuse externally.   Culture remains a new concept within 

the Western services environment which organisations are often fearful in addressing.  

This is due to anxieties about being seen as being racist or making assumptions about 

cultural practices.  This leaves women of Bangladeshi community at greater risk of 

being abused and increases racial bias assuming that women will be fine, as they will 

deal with abuse within their own families.  This lack of understanding means 

Bangladeshi women are overlooked by authorities whose lack of understanding of the 

intersecting needs makes women more invisible to community, services and more 

widely in society. 

 

8.4. Breaking the web of silence 

The notion that men are superior to women is ingrained in Bangladeshi (and other 

South Asian and other communities) women from a young age and that cultural belief 

translates into men having more power than women in almost all facets of life 

(Bhandari, 2022, also see Mangar, 2013).  The cultural acceptance of men being the 

protector of women facilitates abuse and women remaining silent, as holders of the 

izzat of the family.  This is accompanied by fear that no one would be able to deal with 

the perpetrator if abuse was revealed.   In turn this represents a significant barrier 

when abusers and related female abusers prevent women reporting or talking about 

abuse and reporting violence to agencies.    Relatedly, women in the study talked 

about “self-shame” and wanting to protect their own honour as women.   

 

The reasons outlined above related to why Bangladeshi women in this study were 

reluctant to call the police when they experienced domestic violence and abuse.  This 
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hesitancy was due to a general unwillingness among Bangladeshi women to subject 

their private lives to the scrutiny of outside agencies such as the police and social 

care, who historically have been seen by minority communities to be hostile and 

institutionally racist.   While women spoke about home being seen as the location of 

dominance, power, and control by man, in patriarchal terms, they also saw it as a safe 

haven from the indignities of life in a society that is outwardly racist to ethnic minority, 

Muslim and Black communities (Crenshaw, 1991).   

 

Their desire to remain home and see home as a safe place against what is unknown 

outside makes it difficult for Bangladeshi women to seek protection against violence 

from their husbands and other family members.  As highlighted earlier in the study, 

understanding cultural practices is essential in responding to domestic violence and 

abuse. However, many researchers have challenged the notion of combined 

victimhood (Burman, et al, 2004) making culture problematic as to note that only 

women from other cultures readily accept abuse and will not seek help.   The findings 

from this study suggest that the lens of intersectionality is important, if not essential, 

in understanding the multiple oppressions Bangladeshi women experience in talking 

about abuse.  

 

The diagram below (figure 6) is an attempt to identify all the systems and barriers of 

oppression and limitation identified in this study that intersect and affect Bangladeshi 

women.   What seems apparent in this research, is that culture is central to their lives 

in explaining whether they talk about abuse or remain silent, and yet the web they find 

themselves in and out of family environment is seldom understood in professional 

discourse.  The diagram highlights the multitude of barriers women experienced in 
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considering disclosures and the factors contributing to their ‘silence’ and they reducing 

their likelihood of reporting abuse. 

 

Figure 6 Web of silence/barriers to disclosure 

   

8.5. Destigmatising the concept of shame  

My study aimed to critique of the literature that highlights gaps and weaknesses in 

understanding the lived experiences of Bangladeshi women in the UK.   Given my own 

learning about engaging women in this study it is not surprising that there is extremely 

limited available literature focused solely on Bangladeshi women’s experience of 
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domestic violence and abuse.   Domestic violence and abuse in the community highly 

stigmatised and how women are viewed is also significant.  Patriarchal ideology, 

society and cultural viewpoints is phenomenal that exacerbate the blaming of women 

for the violence they endure in their relationships.   Very little discussion takes place 

about the abuser’s part in the violence which is often excused and accepted within the 

community and society at large. 

 
Women in this study had spoken about how taking the blame for the abuse was a 

significant aspect of the complexity of the abuse they experienced, (see chapter 4).  

They highlight the extreme loyalty to their marriage; for example, the importance of 

married life and family was a factor in Hawa and Jhorna’s accounts when they talked 

about not wanting to leave and to try and make their marriage work.  Their devotion 

and the perception of their community were also important factors.   In Hawa’s case 

she chooses to continue in her marriage and her circumstance changed due to her 

husband being terminally ill and she becoming his carer.    She now cares for him 

while maintaining her profession and home.   Meanwhile, Jhorna appeared to prioritise 

her own self-esteem and self-worth and despite her wanting to have a sense of 

belonging in the community and not challenge the patriarchy ideology, she made a 

choice to leave her husband.   However, her fear of the stigma of another divorce 

which had been a factor delaying her acting against her husband.  Living in a highly 

judgemental community like the Bangladeshi community presents significant 

challenges when women like Jhorna and others seek to leave their husbands.   

Responses to the abuse they are exposed to and how they are supported by their 

network, (family, friends, and professionals) can be key factors for women in reducing 

the stigma of speaking about abuse.  
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8.6. Implications of my findings for professionals 

From my findings, I have developed a set of four R's principles outlined below and 

which are designed to support in talking to the community and professionals to 

beginning a dialogue to explore destigmatising abuse in the community.  The diagram 

below outlines these principles and steps the community and professionals can take 

to talk about abuse; for example, naming it as abuse and articulating the harm this 

causes women and children.  Such actions would help ensure abuse no longer 

remains hidden.  Part of this approach highlights that it is only possible to understand 

abuse within the Bangladeshi community if there is understanding of how this is 

perpetrated within a multi relationship home.  Supporting Bangladeshi women in a 

culturally competent manner and destigmatising abuse for them requires a full 

understanding of barriers they experience and an ability to relate to their lived 

experiences and supports women within the community.  

Figure 7: Destigmatising abuse  

 

The community plays a critical role in supporting the destigmatising of women’s 

experience by accepting that abuse happens in families.   Multiple abusers are a reality 

in many Bangladeshi women’s lives and other female family members are often 
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involved.  It is important to acknowledge that women require support and may have 

limited options due to the profile of services within the community which are mainly led 

and managed by male orientated organisations.  Opportunities for women to receive 

support provided by other women like themselves would be a significant step in 

hearing the voices of the otherwise invisible Bangladeshi women.  

 

Emerged themes 

Key theme 1: Access and participation  

From the outset of my research, I have alluded to the unrepresented voices of 

Bangladeshi women in both literature and in practice and, in light of this, approached 

this study with caution.  My focus of inquiry was dependent on accessing women in 

the community and them agreeing to participate, which I anticipated would be 

challenging.   However, I may not have foreseen how challenging this would have 

been until the research field work commenced.  The socio-political and gender 

inequality that operates in society meant women were extremely reluctant to talk about 

domestic violence and abuse, (see chapters 4 and 5).  

 

Despite the long struggle in accessing women for the research, what has been 

encouraging is that there was a strong eagerness on the part of the women who did 

take part to talk about their experience of abuse.  This runs counter to the view that 

Bangladeshi women are unwilling or not wanting to share their experiences.  From my 

interview analysis, a powerful and vital message emerged that Bangladeshi women 

are of course caught in their cultural dilemmas but see themselves as strong survivors 

rather than victims, with clear coping strategies to manage their lives which are 

overlooked by professionals (Gill, 2004; also see Humpherys and Thiara, 2002). The 
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women’s narrative provided a unique insight to a sensitive subject like domestic 

violence and abuse, and the change that women are seeking is powerful in itself. 

 

However, the women remained fearful about participating in research and accessing 

support.  They cite their own feelings of embarrassment, self-shame and subjecting 

their personal and private lives to public scrutiny which are difficult to overcome for 

them. Their fears of other female members reducing their ability to work further 

restricts them in challenging abuse.  Despite such limitations, the women who took 

part in this study remained resilient and fiercely independent.   They evidenced their 

abilities in seeking support that they felt was appropriate for them and their children 

despite the limitation of the support services and the institutional discrimination they 

have endured. 

 

Their participation in this study was dependent on many internal and external factors 

as highlighted in Chapters 4 and 5.  The eight women in my study have been clear 

that they want support services that are consistent with the identity, religious practices, 

and respectful in understanding of their needs and their multiple identities as 

Bangladeshi Muslim women. The women also identified many shared issues which 

represented barriers to support.   These are summarised in the table below and 

highlights the extent of the barriers they navigate when considering seeking support 

and reporting abuse.  

Table 8: Complexities of barriers to support 

Complexities women identified, their abuse and themes of barrier to support 
(1)  Type of abuse (physical, emotional, psychological, sexual, or financial and extreme coercive 
control by other family members described by all eight women. 
(2) Intimidation/manipulation from partner and other family members, mainly female members 
(bullying and abusive language/extreme verbal abuse /mental and maternal abuse) 
(3)  Isolation (forced isolation from partner and partner’s family, lack of social support/fear of 
speaking outsider/forced divorce/threats of divorce by husbands and mother-in-law)  



303  

(4)  Extended Family involvement in relationship (verbal bullying, abuse from in-laws, interference 
in marital relationship/ threats to other family members, both in the UK and abroad)  
(5)  Abuse from family/extended family members (severe coercive control /emotional abuse, 
psychological, physical abuse from family members who don’t live within the household in the UK, 
i.e., mainly sister in laws)  
(6) Timing of abuse/abuse intensified after the death of their father/father figures, i.e. father-in-law, 
sometime the only positive support the women identified. 
(7)  Pregnancy-related abuse and increase of abuse by husbands and family – threats of divorcing 
and ouster them out of family home while pregnant. 
(8)  Mother’s relationship with child(ren) and threats of children being taken away from mother/. A 
notion that children belonging to father and father’s family only. 
(9)  Lack of autonomy (no authority in decision making about their children/children’s 
future/marriage/education)  
(10)  Lack of Communication and emotional connection with husbands (relationship dynamics, 
issues of money, parenting of children/mother’s fault) 
(11)  Cultural influences (stigma associated with divorce, inappropriate to talk about sexual 
relationship, or abuse/ culture of not speaking about sex in marriage/not seen as abuse within 
religious context 
(12)  External Informal support (from neighbours, friends, and relatives)  
(13)  Formal support (community organisations/women’s groups/mosques/advice centres (male 
perspective) limits women seeking help 
(14)  Legal intervention as a last resort (court, police) reluctant to contact them  
(15)  Psychological consequences of abuse (immediate and long term)  
(16)  Abuse of children (experiencing abuse on mothers, physical, emotional, psychological, 
neglect) Mother’s emotional non availability to children when DV experienced. 
(17)  Current perception of not wanting to identify as an abusive situation 
(18)  Thoughts that the relationship will improve/self-blaming/pacifying/ finding strengths in faith/ 
stay for the sake of children’s future 

Concept adopted from Jorden & Bhandari (2016)12 

 Key theme 2: Need for greater visibility.  

Almost all the women described being shamed and discredited in front of their children 

and families as a way of their husbands and other family members humiliating and 

punishing them for complaining about the abuse.  The emergence of the different 

levels of abuse the women evidenced may not always fit within a Eurocentric 

framework.   For example, the abuse by and within extended family is significant for 

the women in the study.   Chapter 4 highlighted the nature of abuse women evidenced, 

where intersectional complexities were missed by professionals and resulted in 

ineffective responses to the needs to the women.  Chapter 5 and 6 highlighted 

 
12 I have adopted this from the findings highlighted above, where there are some similarities and overlap with 
my findings.  However, there are unique areas of complexities the women identified in this study that has been 
addressed above in the table. 
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women’s reluctance to seek support from professionals because they felt strongly that 

this would in fact increase abuse.  The complex relationships between families and 

community explained the deep-rooted fears women have about being blamed and 

condemned by community, and this added to their invisibility and inhibited their ability 

to talk about abuse within their social context.  Furthermore, there was significant 

impacts of other female abusers contributing to the psychological intimidation and 

forced isolation from family and friends.  This has doubly victimised women in the 

family (see also, Fernandez, 1997; Gill, 2004). 

 

I approached the narrative of the women from their own point of view, i.e., to what 

extent did they see themselves as victims of abuse.  Some of the women articulated 

their desire for more visibility firstly in the community and to be able to tell their stories 

of the multiple identifies they are expected to uphold without acknowledgement.  The 

interview analysis showed that the women wanted their abusers to be held 

accountable in the community, in order for the women to be more visible without the 

stigma of shame, being baizzat (dishonoured) for experiencing violence.  

 

In order for the women being able to exert or have any influence in change, the support 

services need to change the language of narrative for Bangladeshi women.  This 

requires a shift from response that involves rejection or denial of support (Hydén, 

2015), replacing this with an acceptance of working with women and their multi-layered 

identities, and building on their strengths.  This will support women in being visible in 

mainstream support services which is reflective in facilitating support for women in the 

community and wider society. 
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Key theme 3: Extended family involvement  

In Chapter 5, I have discussed the role of the extended family and family members. 

All the women showed strength and determination where they struggled and fought 

back on their own against the abuse within an extended family setting.   

 

Thiara and Gill (2010) highlighted that the women fought without any additional 

support and with very few routes to safety, (Gill, 2010, p55).  Despite this, fleeing and 

leaving their families was not always considered by the women in this study due to 

their fear of bureaucratic unhelpful environment restrictions.   As mentioned in earlier 

chapters home was seen as a much better option than the alternative, despite the 

extreme coercion they experienced.   Interestingly, women’s testimonies suggested 

that their understanding of coercive control was limited, although they all described 

example of extreme coercive control by other females in the family without necessarily 

acknowledging them as such.  Emma Katz (2022) like other scholars says, “that 

coercive control is perpetrated by men in far greater number than by women” (Katz, 

2022, p.326).  For the vast majority of women, this is well evidenced.  However, the 

Bangladeshi women in this study cited example of extreme coercive control by the 

women in the family, mainly mother-in-laws and sister-in-laws.   This is an area of 

abuse where very little is known, and further research is required.   The different types 

and degree of abuse women experienced even after leaving the marital home 

constrained and undermined their confidence in talking about extended family abuse.  

Such power imbalances therefore continued to keep daughter-in-laws in a 

subordinated position under the pretence of cultural practices.  However, it is important 

to note that this does not reflect the changing Bangladeshi culture where abuse 

remains condemned by the vast majority in the community. 
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Key theme 4: Timing of abuse 

The existence of patriarchy in society means women are seen as subordinate and 

therefore the power remains in the male domain.  When power and control collide, 

religion is often cited to ensure women are “kept under control” (see in Chapter 2). 

However, a significant number of women talked about support within the multi-

generational home and especially from their fathers-in- laws.   Several women talked 

fondly of this.  At the same time, the women spoke about the lack of authority their 

fathers-in-law had, and that mothers-in-laws were more often in change.  These men 

were not, therefore, able to exert any influence and create charges to the abusive 

circumstances the women lived under. 

 

What is equally important to acknowledge is the support of other males, especially 

fathers, in the lives of the women and how this influenced their experienced of abuse 

from their husbands and his family.   Interview analysis evidenced that all the women 

had strong support from their own fathers.  This limited the extent of the abuse until 

the death of their fathers.   The father’s sense of authority meant the husband and 

other female family members felt less powerful and therefore would often discredit 

women while minimising abuse that happened by labelling them fagol or hot headed.  

The violence that took place was therefore blamed on the female members of the 

family.  

More importantly, other factors which seemed to influence escalation of abuse 

included the timing of the women’s pregnancy.  Women spoke about the emotional 

disconnect their husbands had with them during this time and almost all the women 

stating they were “branded as fagol”.  Some of the vulnerabilities associated with 



307  

pregnancy are highlighted by other authors such as Hasselle et al. (2019) and focus 

on identifying barriers to pregnant women seeking to leave.  But I argue this also 

applies to the women who wanted to remain in the home.   Hasselle et al, (2019) talked 

about mental health as a barrier in cases where depressive symptoms were identified 

by women.  However, cultural barriers also need to be considered, including the 

normalisation of violence and societal stigma, as well as husbands’ direct interference 

and disruptive behaviour in harming the women, which has been a harmful reality for 

the women in this study.   This also includes perceived systemic barriers, such as the 

mistrust of helping systems, i.e. police, social care and education and the lack of 

available resources where women were left without compassion and support.   These 

findings indicate the need for clear understanding on the part of professionals.  A 

whole family approach is necessary to support and protect women from abuse.  This 

should include holding extended families accountable for the abuse they inflict on 

women. 

Key theme 5: Complexities of relationships 

Family relationships are complex and can be intertwined with sense of duty and 

responsibilities.  There are a lot of cultural differences in the structure of family life, 

and how relationships are developed and sustained.   Family relationships are based 

on mutual respect and reciprocal care (Katz, 2022).  However, when women 

experience abuse in relationship, relationships are seriously damaged.  The women 

in this study spoke frequently about abuse and intimidation.    All the women talked 

about manipulation not only by their husbands but by other extended family members. 

Many of the women talked about how threats were used in silencing them, i.e. women 

were told that they will be Islamically divorced if they spoke about the abuse they 
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experienced.  Despite the level of coercion, verbal and physical abuse, the women 

spoken about how they all thought their relationships would improve.  They believed 

that their mothers-in-laws would begin to like them and stop the abuse.  The women 

talked at length about how they continued to find strength in their faith and endure the 

abuse wanting reward from Allah for their suffering as they felt unable to change the 

abusive situation.   However, at the same time they believed they should support their 

husband to change the behaviour and maintain the family unit for the sake of their 

children. 

 
8.7. Contribution to knowledge and recommendation for practice 

The originality and distinctiveness of the research has been demonstrated throughout 

my study, where issues pertinent to the needs of the Bangladeshi women not 

previously captured in literature, have been highlighted.  This include highlighting the 

gaps in literature and in practice in Chapter 2, which explains how much existing 

research has taken an overly simplified approach to domestic violence and abuse that 

is Eurocentric and misses the significance of minority family patterns and structures. 

I have also highlighted specific needs of the Bangladeshi community, while 

acknowledging that there is also shared experience and knowledge across South 

Asian and other communities. 

  

I have also highlighted the community’s need to take a brave step forward in 

addressing violence against women openly and consistently.  There remains a 

significant barrier to challenge the stereotypical male dominated approach that makes 

women invisible to society, support services and within the Bangladeshi community.   

This echoes findings from other minority community research into domestic violence 
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and abuse, and silence surrounding women’s experience of abuse, (Thiara & Gill, 

2010; Afrouz et al, 2018; Bhandari, 2017) and the urgency of the need to break this 

silence and enable women to be more visible as survivors of abuse in the family and 

community. 

 

8.8. Implications for practice  

This final section outlines the implications of my study for a range of stakeholders.  I 

outline first the implications for research, policy and then practice, before concluding 

with personal reflection on my journey.  “Grappling with questions of both the 

specificities and commonalities of minoritised women’s positions” (Burman et al, 2004, 

p.351) and the implications of these for practice is a challenge for those working with 

Bangladeshi community.  

 

Stereotypical perceptions about resources and the viewpoint of Bangladeshi women 

as not wanting to engage with support organisations further excludes an already 

vulnerable and marginalised community.  Ensuring culturally and religiously specific 

services exist alongside the mainstream services can be helpful in eliminating the fear 

of the unknown for women experiencing domestic violence and abuse.  The familiarity 

of the environment within such support services can make women more willing to 

access services, and in turn, recover and thrive. 

 

Embedding knowledge about the multi-layered identities of Bangladeshi women is 

essential in understanding family violence and how this impact on women’s lives.  

Unfortunately, there is inconsistent knowledge in the way authorities work with 

Bangladeshi community, as highlighted in my study and in other studies with minority 
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communities (Burman et al, 2004, p.336).  The hostile political environment towards 

Muslim minority communities, together with inconsistencies in guidance and the 

support offer for minority women for their specific needs.  

 

The study has also addressed the difficulties of direct participation of children in 

research.  It was clear from the initial stages of this research that access to children 

presented multiple challenges and involves tremendous work with gatekeepers, i.e. 

working with mothers to be able to interview children and recognising that “It was vital 

not to usurp the right of women to decide what would be safe or harmful to their 

children” (Katz, 2022).  Negotiation with mothers for this study showed that these 

women felt that not giving consent meant retaining control of their feelings about their 

children’s participants.   There is useful learning which should be transferred to future 

research. 

 

An organisational, government, statutory agencies, and community pledge of 

incorporating a commitment to identifying resources and funding in community support 

services that leads the work with statutory services that women identify as supportive 

is essential.   There is a need, across policy and practice to recognise and nurture the 

need to ensure women have opportunities that will provide a feeling of self-worth. 

There needs to be a national strategy in how statutory and protective services like the 

police respond and work with women of Bangladeshi and minority background that is 

fit for purpose.  This can be collective working at a national level with expertise in the 

communities that can be meaningful and supportive, hence reducing some of the 

historical mistrust and failing and continued failings by these organisations for the 

minority communities.   Practice tools are needed that are culturally sensitive, 
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supportive, and protective to the needs of the community.   My recommendations from 

this study can be considered under the following headings:  Research, policy, and 

practice.  I provide an outline and the need to pay attention to the complexities within 

the community when addressing domestic violence and abuse. 

 

Research 

There is a need for greater research on this topic using a variety of methods.  Research 

is needed to enable academics and community expertise to collaborate in conducting 

reliable research on Bangladeshi women’s experience of domestic violence and abuse 

nationally.   This needs to be publicly supported by the Bangladeshi community but 

also needs to involve central government, community, and faith community.  In itself, 

this would represent a bold step in accepting that violence happens in the community 

and there is a need to have a clear debate with a lead being taken by women in the 

community with men as allies and supporting the research.   This would empower 

women in sharing their lived experiences with confidence and highlighting what 

effective support should look like for them.  It is worth noting that the findings from this 

study chime with other emerging research and research areas affecting different 

minorities communities, (Anitha & Gill forthcoming). 

 

Research needs to include a focus on the extended family, including coercive control 

by other female perpetrators, i.e., mother-in-law’s, sister-in-law’s and the impact on 

women and children experiencing domestic violence and abuse from multiple 

perpetrators.  This is an area that has received minimal to no attention in existing 

research.  There is also a lack of knowledge about children in extended families, or 

the impact extended family’s abuse has on them. 
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Research is also needed that focuses on religion and domestic violence and abuse 

including how religion can be supportive in addressing the issues within communities.  

This should be considered on the basis of the strength factors that influence 

community and should involve Mosques as they play a crucial role being the voice for 

the Muslim communities.  The Mosques are in a prime position to ensure the 

community can be accessed in participating in research and implementation of finding 

with governmental and statutory agencies.  

 

Policy: 

Active work is needed that focuses on breaking the web of silence and destigmatising 

domestic violence and abuse through collaborations between local authorities, 

voluntary and faith communities to tackles domestic violence and abuse within an 

accepting environment.   Additional national statutory guidelines must incorporate the 

faith communities in tackling domestic violence and abuse within localities through 

accessible hubs for women, supported and managed by women. 

   

In policy and in practice there needs to be clear understanding of the role of how the 

extended family abuse affect women and children.  The law and guidance need to be 

reviewed, as there is a need for perpetrators other than husbands or intimate partners 

are to be held accountable for the abuse where there are multiple abusers within the 

home.  The current legislations need clarity in terms of how extended family abuse is 

addressed and how this can be applied to policy and practice.   

 

It is also important to note that the findings from this study have already been shared 

in a range of different policy and practice fora, and it is clear that they resonate with 
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the wider professional and research communities.  This included sharing the research 

with Making Research Count (MRC) webinar nationally, with specialist international 

conference, and within universities (see appendix 2).  Further sharing of the findings 

have been agreed with different authorities within the UK. 

 

Practice 

Specialist training should be made compulsory and mandatory for police, health, social 

care, and community religious establishment.  This needs to be regular and consistent.  

There is a need to train professionals and organisations to be being culturally 

competent in working with the Bangladeshi community as well as other minority 

communities.   Multi-disciplinary training is required that understands the importance 

of faith, belief, and practices and learning that is shared with the community through 

holding of seminars, open discussions, community events, and youth events.  This 

has the potential to support the education of community and faith leaders for the 

change that is so urgently required. 

 

Specialist culturally informed training that provides understanding of cultural 

competencies by professionals should be made mandatory for all police forces and 

officers, and the faith community, i.e. Imams and community organisation that 

specifically work with Bangladeshi women and domestic violence and abuse.  

Professionals from the statutory and voluntary organisations need to come together 

on a regular basis for women to access services without having to be stigmatised.   

Resources must be identified for and by people who represent women, their culture 

and religion, and understand parenting without undermining safeguarding practices.  

The existing domestic violence and abuse organisations work in silo and need to 



314  

respond to women seeking help is where there is a greater visibility of professionals 

from diverse ethnic, cultural and religious background women would identify with.  

Professionals need to be culturally competent to be able to support women from 

minority communities effectively. 

 

Muslim women’s experience of domestic violence and abuse needs to be considered 

more broadly within their intersectional identities, cultural and traditional factors.  

Different routes to help seeking for domestic violence and abuse among Muslim 

community should be identified to overcome the many barriers that exist. 

 

Reflection on the research:  

 
8.9. Reflection/final thoughts. 
 
I started my research when I may have had an initially narrow vision of domestic 

violence and abuse within the community. While I knew that abuse happens and 

women are experiencing abuse within their families, I was surprised to find that the 

narrative I had was only the basics of what had been spoken about. The discrepancies 

between what happens to women and the community's knowledge about domestic 

violence abuse is well known but often not spoken about.  What women were sharing 

with me as their experiences of abuse has been profound. I found that women in this 

study wanted to talk about their experiences but often felt they could not share with 

people, both practitioners and researchers. The women initially not wanting to talk 

about domestic violence allowed me to reflect and ask the question, why me? Why 

would Bangladeshi women be willing to speak to me about the abuse they 

experienced?  
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One crucial element of my research may have been that I am multilingual, and my 

Bangladeshi identity was significant in women identifying a connection with me.  In my 

research, (see chapter 3) I discussed my dilemmas as a researcher from the same 

community and the advantages and disadvantages of this. However, having shared 

cultural and religious similarities and knowledge and being culturally attuned with the 

women have been significant for the women, and in my view, this made it easy for 

women to discuss abuse with me.  My continued visibility within the community through 

television interviews throughout COVID-19, talking about domestic violence and 

abuse at national and international conferences, has had a positive impact on the 

women.   Being available to women if they wanted to speak to me has been reassuring. 

The women I remained in contact with for this research, built confidence in me and 

women wanted to talk to me about their experiences willingly. Therefore, being 

sympathetic to their overall needs and shared views remained important to me as a 

researcher and guided me as an experienced practitioner. 

 

What has been highlighted in my research is that the depth of abuse the women 

experienced and the trajectory of abuse has been phenomenal. The women involved 

in this research described extreme coercive and control as this was the start and 

nature of abuse that they talked about. The participants neither acknowledged nor 

recognised that coercive control and emotional abuse is a form of domestic violence. 

The perception that abuses only happens if you have been hit was challenging to 

discuss with women, as they expected some verbal altercation as thus described as 

part of their cultural married life. Another learning and an experience for me was when 

the abuse happened, and the timing of the abuse linked to the period of their 

pregnancy, a contradiction to cultural and religious practices, as women are closely 
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cared for and looked after during their pregnancies within the Bangladeshi culture and 

community. Women talked about being abused and the intensity of the abuse 

increasing as their pregnancies advanced.  

 

8.10. Strengths of the research: 

As a reflection, I considered my PhD as a whole and the strengths and weaknesses I 

experienced throughout my study. The strength of this research is that the aims and 

objectives I set for my research have been successfully achieved. The evidence of my 

research focuses on the views, the voices and the experiences of the Bangladeshi 

women’s lived experiences and being able to share their story with me as the 

researcher. This is potentially the first research focusing solely on this minority group, 

the Bangladeshi women in the UK. 

 

This is interesting as there is a perception that Bangladeshi women do not want to 

speak about abuse. Contrary to this, what my research has identified is that women 

do want to talk about abuse, but it plays a significant part as to who they are willing to 

speak to and what would happen to their stories and their voices.  

 

My research made a unique contribution to the body of literature by being able to 

speak to Bangladeshi women directly.  It highlights their help-seeking behaviours, and 

the voices of what women say and feel their needs are. This research has a 

considerable strength as it challenges the stereotype regarding the voices of 

Bangladeshi women in the UK.   During the research, and since it has been completed, 

there has been an eagerness from my host research organisation, the community and 

other academic researchers working with me to explore the findings from this research 
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and how the research findings will be shared with the community and the women 

concerned. The impact of this study on me and my community (Bangladeshi 

community) can be significant in naming the abuse highlighting the level and intensity 

of abuse women are experiencing. This is often potentially minimised by both the 

women and their community and lacks evidence that abuse happens to this extent. 

This research bridge this gap and provides sufficient evidence in its findings.   I have 

discovered that the other significant strength I have already encountered is an urgent 

need to share the findings and guide training and practice in working with Bangladeshi 

women and families, where professionals will benefit from the research and be 

culturally attuned to this community group. An area I have been asked to develop and 

work with by many individuals and professional groups.  

 

8.11. Limitation of the research: 

The first limitation lies with having a small sample group of Bangladeshi women 

participating in this research. This resulted in women being recruited as a small single 

group of women and may not have tackled the subject to its full potential. This has 

been a specific Bangladeshi group of women, and it would have been beneficial to 

have more extensive scale recruitment where the community could be actively 

involved in supporting this research. 

 

The second limitation has been that research has been unable to speak to children 

directly. Should the research have had more time, resources and participation from 

community organisations, it would have explored children and family members' views 

of domestic violence and abuse. This remains an area that I would want to explore 
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further and beyond my PhD journey in my continued effort in working with the 

community.  

 

The third limitation is conducting the research with a cross-sectional qualitative 

research design, as this has been a single research interview without a follow-up. 

Although women were allowed to contact the researcher, the study focused on data 

collection from single interviews.  What it would have benefited from is being able to 

hold discussions, workshops and briefing sessions, allowing to challenge complex 

issues and speak more about topics such as sexual abuse within relationships. 

 

8.12. Impact of the research/contribution: 

The impact of this research has been profound on me as I began with a question to 

answer and may have begun with a narrow vision of what domestic violence and 

abuse meant in the community. I know domestic violence and abuse happen in the 

community, but what has been surprising is the depth and intensity of abuse women 

described and experienced without seeking support. This study discussed the extent 

of abuse across families and continents retributions being used in further controlling 

women to remain in abusive marriages and families. This is not an issue about 

women's education, class, or status, as the sample group of women came from all 

professional, educational, class, and economic backgrounds.    

 

As the study concludes, my research dissemination journey has already started.  I 

have shared my research and preliminary findings at national and international 

conferences, workshops, and webinars where I have identified the knowledge gaps, 
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which have been well received by these organisations, a validation of the gaps and 

the need for knowledge for this community to be supported.  

 

As mentioned, I need to evaluate another impact of my research: the research being 

taken back to the community.  It is not clear how this may be received.  Therefore, I 

will need to develop clear strategies in talking about difficult subjects, challenging 

perceptions about abuse and ensuring the research is seen as a foundation in talking 

about domestic violence in the community that is evidence-based. This journey has 

begun as I am now discussing the gaps in understanding domestic violence and abuse 

involving the faith community in seeking allyship from male religious leaders and begin 

working in collaboration with them. 

The aspect of my research that has already impacted me, as there is other research 

being conducted seeking my input as a researcher involving the Bangladeshi 

community in talking about domestic violence and the impact of faith and culture. I 

have now completed the research with reputable university that will be shared in a 

national and international conference with my work being published as a co-author 

and discussed in seeking national policy and practice in working with different 

communities, including the Bangladeshi community, which will be significant. This 

aims to provide policy briefing in working with the different faith communities.  

 

In concluding my study, I share that my journey through this research has emerged 

from my many decades of working with women and children in safeguarding. I wanted 

women’s experiences of violence to be visible. I do not want women to feel they need 

to hide the abuse or to be blamed for what is happening to them.  Despite being aware 

of the potential disapproval from the community and knowing that women may not 
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want to talk to me, I embarked on this journey.  Throughout my thesis, I have argued 

that Bangladeshi women’s experiences of domestic violence and abuse have not been 

addressed in adequate detail in research, policies and practice.  Where it has been 

cited, this has been anecdotal and only focused on different specific aspects of abuse, 

i.e., forced marriage and honour-based abuse.  In particular, not addressing abuse 

and the impact of abuse from extended families passes the pressures on to the next 

generation of Bangladeshi women, and the burden of responsibilities remains on the 

shoulders of these young women entering marriages with the same cultural 

acceptance of abuse.  

 

Maintaining the izzat and status of the family in the eyes of the community is the 

responsibility of women and men, and it is a responsibility that the community and 

society need to share. The women/mothers in this study showed remarkable strength 

and can act independently.   What they need is the support and acceptance of their 

positions as mothers, wives, and sisters who should no longer be held responsible or 

accountable for the shame caused by men abusing women.  Rather than standing as 

opposed to women, community support is essential, and all men and women should 

stand together to make a difference in the lives of women in the community. 
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