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Book Review
“Breaking the Silence:

Child Sexual Abuse in India”, 
Published in February 2013, NSVRC; ISBN: 1-56432-980-1

The book titled “Breaking the Silence: Child Sexual Abuse in India”, was a 
report published in February 2013,by Human Rights Watch (HRW), an inter-
national organization,aimed to protect the human rights of people around the 
world. This present report examines Indian government responses to child 
sexual abuse and challenges in protecting children and treating victims. It 
makes recommendations for government action to take on this issue. 

The organization stands with victims and activists to prevent discrimina-
tion, to uphold political freedom, to protect people from inhumane conduct 
in wartime, and to bring offenders to justice. It investigates, expose human 
rights violations and hold abusers accountable. It’s functioning challenge gov-
ernments and those who hold power, to end abusive practices and respect 
international human rights laws, and to enlist the public and the internation-
al community to support the cause of human rights for all. Human Rights 
Watch is an international organization with staff in more than 40 countries, 
with offices in Amsterdam, Beirut, Berlin, Brussels, Chicago, Geneva, Goma, 
Johannesburg, London, Los Angeles, Moscow, Nairobi, New York, Paris, San 
Francisco, Tokyo, Toronto, Tunis, Washington D.C., and Zurich.

The book “Breaking the Silence” is a research report that looks at a num-

Empower - The Journal of  Social Work
Vol. 1, Issue-1, June 2020

Neena Ronish

Neena Ronish. M.Phil Scholar. School of Social Work, IGNOU, New Delhi                                           
email: neenaronish@gmail.com 



31

Empower-the Journal of Social Work.  Vol.1(i) Oct 2020 

ber of detailed case studies to examine what the Indian Government does 
to prevent abuse, how it responds when it receives allegations of abuse, and 
how it treats victims after they are abused. The approach used to prepare this 
report is interview method, and it was used with more than one hundred gov-
ernment officials, doctors, police officials, lawyers, members of non-govern-
mental organizations, and children. Besides, theHuman Rights Watch staff 
spoke directly with eight victims of child sexual abuse and the relatives of 
another nine victims.  For better analysis important documents, even court 
documents were used as a method of collecting data. The names of the victims 
and their relatives are not revealed or changed to follow the confidentiality in 
accordance with Indian laws.

Child sexual abuse being a widespread sensitive issue all over the world,re-
searchers foundit difficult to document the issue as it is shrouded in secrecy. 
Researchers found that despite commitments to ensure the protection of chil-
dren, the Indian government has failed to generate effective mechanisms that 
could prevent much of the child sexual abuse from taking place. The Report 
also criticized the existing child protection schemes, and many police depart-
ments, courts, local government administrations, child care institutional facil-
ities, schools, and doctors, are simply as they were ‘not doing enough’ to help 
victims after sexual abuse has been identified, or to ensure that perpetrators 
are punished. The reports identify that ‘fear of social stigma’ or ‘lack of faith’ in 
Government institutions is major problem that prevents people from report-
ing child sexual abuse.  In India, cultural norms discourage the open discus-
sion of sex and make it hard for a child to complain about an older relative or 
a person in a position of authority. Another serious problem is the manner in 
which the system handles such cases. The victims face several problems with 
the negative attitude towards them from both the criminal justice system as 
well as from medical experts. The reports tries to point out the fact that there 
is a ‘lack of training’ among officials, who deal with these children. This may 
lead to the inhuman attitude towards victims.

In this report of Human Rights Watch points out all the major risk factors 
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and problems that the victims of sexual abuse and their family have to face 
while the case is reported and had a look on the residential care facilities in 
India. The report discuss in detail all the existing child protection laws and 
programmes in India. The Reportposes recommendations to both state and 
central government to ensure to address the issue of child abuse.

The major content part of the report discusses the various important as-
pects of child sexual abuse in India, conveyed with relevant evidences. The 
first chapter in this reports gives and overall idea about the child sexual abuses 
in India based on the existing relevant studies conducted by government and 
non-governmental organizations. It tries to give an outline about the existing 
situations with empirical proofs in this area of research.

The statistics based on government surveys pointed out that India has got 
430 million children, under the age of 18 years. The challenges they face from 
birth include malnutrition, underweight, deprived education, homelessness, 
child labour, drug abuse and crime, hinting at the need for protection. Also 
highlighted, the practice of child marriage and unregistered births are still-
prevalent in India. In 2007, the Government survey exposed what the then 
minister of women and child development, Renuka Chowdhury, described 
as the “conspiracy of silence” surrounding child sexual abuse. It uncovered 
some alarming statistics, as an indication of the seriousness of the problem 
than a reflection of the actualincidence of abuse. The survey also found that 
majority of the cases of Child sexual abuse left unreported and is more from 
the vulnerable backgrounds.

Various surveys conducted by organizations such as Recovery and Healing 
fromIncest (RAHI), the international organization Save the Children and Tu-
lir - Centre for Healing and Prevention of Child Sex Abuse, an IndianNGO, 
besides official crime records are also indicative of the seriousness of the prob-
lem child sexual abuse in India.  Along with this media has played a leading 
role in increasing awareness of child sexual abuse, highlighting the enormous 
scale of the problem exposed failings in the system to protect children, putting 
considerable pressure on the Government to act in the country.
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There have been Governmental attempts to address the problem. The Na-
tional Commission for the Protection of Child Rights (NCPCR) was estab-
lished in2007 as an autonomous watchdog or ombudsman, whose mandate 
is to ensure thatall Laws, Policies, Programmes, and Administrative Mecha-
nisms are in consonance withthe Child Rights perspective as enshrined in the 
Constitution of India and also the UNConvention on the Rights of the Child 
(UNCRC).The commission has also been charged with monitoringthe imple-
mentation of the Protection of Children from Sexual Offences (POCSO) Act, 
as well asIndia’s ambitious Right to Education Act,of 2009.

The second chapter talks about the inadequate response in the cases of 
abuse in India, where most of the incidents of child abuse go unreported. This 
laxitypermits the perpetrator repeat the crime again, and the lives of the vic-
tim become critical as well as the protection of other children in the society. 
This happens because of the failure in the current system.  It discusses mainly 
the role of family, community, school, etc. in the event of unreported cases of 
child sexual abuse. This can be mainly because the victims are not trusted and 
the cases get ignoredby persons in the positions of authority, the medical staff 
and others, even by the family. 

The chapter pointed that even though some state governments and NGOs 
run programs on child safety in schools, such programs still rarely address 
child sexual abuse. Along with that, the caretakers of the child should be 
trained well, as in most of the cases child victims may lack support they need. 
Considering that the trusted person is the perpetrator, the child may experi-
ence emotional conflict, and if they report the case, the family has to face the 
social ostracism and due to that they settled the case privately, as mostly in the 
cases of incest.Inschools the victims may feel discredited, when they report 
the abuse. Thereis a need to introduce child protection measures to ensure 
that all schools are safe.

The third chapter in this reports talks about the failure in the judicialsys-
tems which include the police, the courts, and the medical system. Given that 
they are not trained to deal with the victimized children and families, their 
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approach towards them may be not supportive, and it will result in the retrau-
matization of the child and family. This chapter provides case studies, which 
prove the ineffectiveness of the justice system in India in addressing the cases 
of child sexual abuse. The attitude of the police officers as well as the medical 
examiners, who deal with crucial evidence, are clearly mentioned. It also em-
phasis the serpentine procedures in the Indian judicial process, as a result of 
which it takes years for the case to get justice.

The fourth chapter highlights the abuses happened within the institutional 
facilities in India.  It indicates the failure in the current system of registering 
and monitoring children’s residential care institutions.And the important fact 
is that most, of the institutions are run either by the Government or charities 
that receive funding from the State. It also highlights the lack of clarity in 
Indian laws. 

The fifth chapter gives the overall idea about the existing child protec-
tion laws and legislations and its efforts to ensure the child protection in In-
dia. This chapter widely discuss the role,functions, and  structure of various 
child protection mechanismssuch as theProtection of Children from Sexual 
Offences Act, the National Commission for the Protection of Child Rights, 
the Integrated Child Protection Scheme,Child Welfare Committees, Juvenile 
Justice (Care andProtection of Children) Act, of 2000 (amended in 2006), 
International lawincludingthe International Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights (ICCPR),the Convention on theRights of the Child (CRC), and the 
Convention on Elimination of All Forms of Discriminationagainst Women 
(CEDAW). 

In the final chapter Human Rights Watch pointed out all the relevant rec-
ommendations to the Central and State governments that ensure proper im-
plementation of the act, the other laws and policies. It is basically for the legal 
reform and policy implementation and for the reform of the criminal justice 
system. It tries to cover almost all the important aspects that need to address 
in the issue of child sexual abuse in India.  Along with all the recommenda-
tions it emphasis the role of the international actors, including donor agencies 
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and aid agencies in implementing laws, and support initiatives to the Indian 
government to address the child sexual abuse.

To conclude,the author appreciates the effort that Human Rights Watch, 
had taken to address the problem of child sexual abuse in India. It gives an 
overall idea and guidelines for those who wish to address the problem, espe-
cially to do further research and policy implementations. The reports covers 
mostly all the risk factors and recommendations to overcome the problem 
through proper initiatives by State and Central Governments. Even though 
it tries to address the child abuse in India,it still mostly covers the northern 
parts mainly, and the southern parts may have unaddressed problems in child 
abuse or the risk factors may be different due to cultural variation. 

Human Rights Watch reviewed all the relevant studies and surveys done 
by government and non-governmentalorganizations on child sexual abuse, it 
still criticized that lack of the indigenous researchers on the topic. The failure 
of justice system which highlighted in the report is still valid and relevant as 
the incidence of child abuse is still increasing in Indiaand most of the cases 
are left unreported. The report ‘breaking the silence’ can be recommended as a 
valid data based study to reference, while dealing with the issue of child abuse 
in India especially making polices and programmes. 
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