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LAST WORDLAST WORD

SURVIVING 
honour-based 
injustice
Forced marriages, imprisonment, even murder. 
This is the reality for thousands of UK victims 
harmed by those who are meant to love them 
most – their families. Jasvinder Sanghera,  
CEO of charity Karma Nirvana, was one of them.

 I was born in the UK, one of seven sisters, 
went to school here and grew up 
understanding how the honour of my 
family was invested in my behaviour. 
Their position, their personal, family and 

community reputation, was directly linked to 
how I behaved.

One of my mother’s most important roles 
was regulating her daughters’ lives so we 
did not bring shame to the front door. Our 
sexuality was at the heart of concern and 
social anxiety about women’s behaviour and 
informed restrictions on our movements and 
relationships. You must remember that in 
forced marriages and honour-based abuses, 
women – sisters, aunts, mothers-in-law – are 
also perpetrators. 

One by one, as my sisters reached 15, I 
watched them being taken, unnoticed, out 
of the classroom to marry men they had 
only ever seen in photographs. They went 
without question; to them, it was normal 
and justified, and was reinforced by religion, 
tradition and culture. 

I was 14 years old when my mother 
presented me with the picture of a man I 
later learned I had been promised to at the 
age of eight. I was the one who dared to say: 
‘No, I was born here, I want to go to school  
– I don’t want to marry a stranger.’ 

My protests were futile. Threats mounted, 
as did the emotional blackmail: how this 
would impact on the family’s honour and 
how I had a duty to protect and preserve 
it. Now my protests – as with other victims 
today – made me the perpetrator who had 
the power to tarnish the family name by 
dishonouring. My parents removed me  
from school aged 15 and held me prisoner  
in a room with the lock on the outside  
– thankfully I escaped. At 16 my family gave 
me a choice: come home and conform by 
marrying the stranger; if not, I would be 
deemed dead in their eyes. 

Fast-forward 37 years and here I am 
sharing my experience with you. This is a 
privilege, as tragically many cannot, either 
because they are murdered, commit suicide, 
conform or go back home as they cannot 
face life disowned by their families. 

I have been disowned for 37 years, as have 
my three children and my grandchildren, but 
I have no regrets. They will never inherit past 
legacies of abuse, because of the decision I 
made when I was 16. Today the challenge is 

to get that young person to own the decision 
to say no to a forced marriage and/or honour 
abuse as many do survive.

KARMA NIRVANA
The charity Karma Nirvana was founded in 
1993 in memory of my sister Robina. She 
was forced to marry aged 15 and suffered 
a horrific marriage that led to her tragically 
taking her own life. She set herself on fire, a 
fate deemed more honourable by her family 
and community than leaving her husband. 

Karma Nirvana today supports both men 
and women affected by forced marriages 
and honour-based abuse. It hosts the only 
UK national helpline for these issues. Since 
its inception in 2008, the helpline has 
received more than 60,000 UK calls. Today it 
is averaging 850 calls a month, with 42% of 
them from professionals seeking guidance 
and joint risk assessments.

A forced marriage is where one or both 
people do not – or in cases of those that 
do not have the mental capacity – cannot 
consent to the marriage and then duress 
becomes a factor. Many victims can be 
promised into marriages from birth and 
engaged at under 16, especially where a 
family practises first-cousin marriages, a 
valued tradition for some. 

In 2016, the government’s Forced Marriage 
Unit (FMU) gave advice or support related to 
a possible forced marriage in 1428 cases. It is 
important to recognise that these statistics 
only represent cases reported to the FMU. 
Forced marriage and honour abuse remain 
a hidden crime and these figures do not 
come close to reflecting the full scale of the 
abuse. The real picture is shocking in the face 
of a lack of professional awareness, victims 

experiencing multiple perpetrators and the 
myths surrounding these abuses.

NOT PART OF MY CULTURE 
Often religion, tradition and/or culture is 
used by the perpetrators to justify the abuse, 
especially when a victim refuses to conform 
or marry. No culture, religion or tradition 
supports abuse, and I have lost track of 
how many times I’ve repeated how ‘cultural 
acceptance does not mean accepting 
the unacceptable’. 

A recent example is when a serving 
police officer contacted the helpline to ask 
our advice as to whether it was cultural, 
therefore acceptable, for a 29-year-old man 
to be having a relationship with a 12-year-old 
girl. He said he didn’t want to cause offence!

Sadly, there is a continued lack of 
professional confidence: professionals have 
been trained to be ‘culturally sensitive’ 
so as not to cause offence, but if it could 
potentially save a life, surely safeguarding 
trumps the cultural issues? Preventing young 
people from being forced into marriages or 
being harmed for shaming behaviours forms 
a vital part of the safeguarding role. 

The UK Government issued statutory 
multi-agency guidelines designed to 
improve frontline responses. The role of 
health visitors and school nurses presents 
more of an opportunity to prevent these 
abuses as you have access to families and 
those affected. Victims are abused by 
families and have limited free movement, so 
your role is pivotal to accessing those at risk. 
And remember that a victim will never speak 
to you openly in the presence of a family 
member. This work requires you to think 
outside the box and to be creative – but you 
are not alone. CP

l �The Right to Choose: statutory 
guidance dealing with forced 
marriage. See bit.ly/FM_guidance 

l �Karma Nirvana helpline: a resource 
for professionals. We never talk to 
families. Call 0800 5 999 247 

l �Survivor Ambassador Programme: 
for those who leave.  
Visit karmanirvana.org.uk

FORCED MARRIAGES  
IN THE UK

26%

34%

Some victims face the reality of honour abuse and forced marriages because they:
l �Have a boyfriend/girlfriend or were even seen talking to boys or having  

male friends 
l �Own a mobile, or use social networks such as Facebook, Instagram and Snapchat 
l �Wear western clothes 
l �Are gay or lesbian. Many are forced into marriage to hide their sexuality and 

therefore reclaim the family honour
l �Say no to a forced marriage, which can lead to significant harm – even murder
l �Want to go to college or university 
l �Want to integrate and share British values
l �Are perceived as causing shame to the family, which can place them at risk.

BRINGING DISHONOUR: WHY SOME SUFFER

RESOURCES FOR  
HELPING VICTIMS

of 2016 cases involved victims under 18

involved victims aged 18 to 25

were men were women

20% 80%
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Jasvinder Sanghera

will be speaking at 

the UNITE-CPHVA 

Annual Professional 

Conference on  

17-18 October


