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There is one universal truth, applicable to all countries, cultures and communities: violence against women is never acceptable, never excusable, never tolerable.

United Nations Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon

On 25 November 1960 in a sugarcane field in the Dominican Republic, three sisters were brutally assassinated. They had been tortured, strangled and clubbed to death. They were three of the four Mirabal sisters who had spent many years highlighting the corruption and injustice of Rafael Trujillo, the infamous Dominican dictator, whose cruel and despotic regime brought death to more than 50,000 of his own people. The women were persistent in their defiance. Their husbands had been incarcerated for political opposition, and they themselves had spent much time in jail. One night, as three of them were driving home from visiting the isolated prison which held their husbands, their jeep was intercepted on a remote mountain road. They were dragged out of the vehicle, taken to a lonely field, and savagely murdered. The jeep they had been travelling in was then thrown over the cliff, with their bodies inside, so that the world would think it an accident. But no one was fooled. There were cries of outrage from the Dominican Catholic Church, already in conflict with Trujillo, and this was followed by international condemnation. The despot’s rule was never to recover. Within a year his regime would be finished, and he himself assassinated.

Nearly 40 years later, in 1999, a representative from the Dominican Republic brought a resolution to the General Assembly of the United Nations that 25 November should be known as the International Day for the Elimination of Violence against Women. This day had long been remembered in Latin America and now it was the United Nations’ turn. The resolution was adopted. Not only would the bravery of the Mirabal sisters never be forgotten, but the brutality meted out to them would stand as a marker for all violence inflicted on women, along with the call for its elimination. What had begun as a protest by four courageous Catholic women against a vicious tyrant now became a justice call for women across the globe who suffered at the hands of tyrants, whether that tyranny was political, military, economic, structural or domestic.

Yet there is a paradox here, of course. The Mirabal sisters were well-connected, highly educated, fluent, popular and influential. They had once moved in elitist circles, were articulate as women in the public sphere. The injustice their family received was visible and recognized; their murder was open to scrutiny and its outcome had far-reaching consequences. Yet few of the women with whom they now share this day will also share these characteristics. Far more often these women will be unidentified, silent, out of public view, hidden behind a veneer of normality, or suffering in isolation. Their deaths will not make the headlines; their names may never be known. But they are ever present, and exist in their millions. As the statistics calmly tell us, acts of violence to women aged between 15 and 44 across the globe produce more deaths, disability and mutilation than cancer, malaria and traffic accidents combined.

The truth is that violence on such a scale could not exist were it not structured in some way into the very fabric of societies and cultures themselves. It could not continue if it were not somehow supported by deep assumptions about the value of women, or some justification of the use of power. In many cultures such assumptions are reiterated every day in the absence of legal protection for women, or indifference towards issues of human rights. Even in advanced democratic societies, where women play a significant part in public life, the level of domestic violence and sexual abuse suggests that these assumptions remain powerful and effective, even though they are concealed behind closed doors.

So what is it about human societies that tolerates the kind of animosity and violence towards women which is greater than that found in animal communities? What is it about some human cultures and tradition which makes it normal for women to undergo rape, beatings, cutting, molestation, infanticide, trafficking, bride burning, child prostitution and sexual slavery? It seems ambitious to hope that we can find an answer to these questions. But if violence to women is ever to be eliminated, we need to know what it is that we are up against.

My wish is that this book will be a contribution to that search. It has been eight years in the writing, begun after a trip to Africa brought me in contact with women whose sufferings from war were heart-wrenching. My conviction has grown that the power we are up against is destructive. I am just daring to hope that this effort might add its own weight to changing the structures and extinguishing the brutality which have harmed and destroyed far too many women.


1

A global pandemic
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One in three women may suffer from abuse and violence in her lifetime. This is an appalling human rights violation, yet it remains one of the invisible and under-recognized pandemics of our time.

Nicole Kidman

Reflecting on the vast crowd of Egyptians who gathered in Tahrir Square in 2011, Mark LeVine suggested:

What made Tahrir truly revolutionary . . . was that in the Square you could see, feel, the possibility of a new Egypt, a different Egypt, an Egypt that could fulfill the dreams of the majority of its inhabitants. Young and old, rich and poor, Muslim and Copt, metalhead and Sufi, everyone radiated ‘silmiyya’ – peacefulness – even as they screamed at the top of their lungs . . .1

Two years later, on the second anniversary, the mood of the crowd in Tahrir Square was very different. Mixed in with mob anger and frustration at the feared political impasse were seemingly gratuitous assaults on women. The fact that these occurred in a public place in broad daylight was no deterrent. The incidents even seemed orchestrated. Testimonies from victims and their rescuers painted a horrifying picture of tens or even hundreds of men, grabbing the women protesters, dragging them along the ground, tearing off clothes and veils and seizing their breasts and thighs. Women activists, co-ordinating rescue attempts of women under attack, were readily admitted by men into the centre of the crowd and then became subject themselves to brutal physical and sexual assaults. The same place where, two years earlier, women stood on what they believed was equal footing with men to protest for greater freedom now became the place where they were singled out for violence and harassment.

A report in 2014 presented over 250 cases, from November 2012 and January 2014, in which women protesters were sexually assaulted, often raped, by mobs of men.2 The eruption reflected long-term problems within Egyptian society. According to Egyptian journalist and commentator Dr Nervana Mahmood, ‘Egypt is ranked the worst country around the world in terms of violence on women. Eight out [of ten] women are harassed in Egypt every day.’3 Diana Eltahawy, Egypt researcher for Amnesty International, reported on Amnesty’s blog Livewire: ‘Almost every girl and woman – regardless of age, social status or choice of attire – who has walked the streets or taken public transport in Cairo, has experienced some form of verbal or physical sexual harassment.’ She went on to describe a ‘culture of denial, inaction and in some cases complicity by law-enforcement officials, who not only fail to protect women from sexual harassment and assault, but also fail to properly investigate allegations and bring perpetrators to justice’.4

There is more to attacks on Egyptian women, however, than mob rule or ‘stranger-violence’. Some of it is much closer to home. Two mothers living in Cairo – 32-year-old Nour and 36-year-old Zeinab – were among the victims of domestic abuse identified in 2012 in Egypt’s independent English-language newspaper, Daily News Egypt. Their stories of rape, torture and brutality at the hands of abusive husbands are horrifying but not unique. Nor is the failure to gain help from relatives, or ask for a divorce.5 A survey in 2016 reported that around 7.8 million Egyptian women suffered from violence in 2015 at the hands of their husband, fiancé, family or strangers, and noted that the spread of sexual harassment had reached unprecedented levels, with 99.3 per cent of women falling victim.6 An earlier study carried out by the El Nadim Center for Rehabilitation of Victims of Violence pointed out that women subjected to domestic violence in their research ‘cut across all social and educational statuses’.7 Violence against women is not criminalized in Egypt and the present regime does not give this issue any high priority. With so little protection from the law, the current outlook is very bleak. We might well conclude that this is indeed a society where women are particularly vulnerable. We might be thankful that this level of assault and disregard for women’s safety rarely happens in other countries.

Unfortunately, we would be wrong. Reports from across the world and endorsed by the United Nations tell a much more shocking story. They are quite categorical that violence against women is not confined to a specific culture, region or country, or even to particular groups of women within a society. Rather, in all societies, women and girls are subjected to forms of physical, sexual and psychological abuse. Violence against women is carefully identified as a manifestation of the historically unequal power relations between women and men, a process which cuts across lines of income, class and culture. As the Secretary-General’s study put it:

Women are subjected to violence in a wide range of settings, including the family, the community, state custody, and armed conflict and its aftermath. Violence constitutes a continuum across the lifespan of women, from before birth to old age. It cuts across both the public and the private spheres.8

Many factors contribute to this violence. There is the impact of traditional and customary practices – the lower status many women have in the family, workplace and society. Social pressure can exacerbate the problem, especially when women feel isolated by fear of stigma, so find it difficult to give an account of their experience. Yet, even if these women did speak of the brutality they endured, in many countries the lack of legal protection leaves them further exposed. The dearth of laws or courts, the absence of legal aid, the requirement of witness corroboration, and the likelihood that offenders will go unpunished mean that in so many areas of the world women do, literally, suffer in silence. Reports from the United Nations draw their conclusion: ‘Gender-based violence is perhaps the most wide-spread and socially tolerated of human rights violations . . . It both reflects and reinforces inequities between men and women and compromises the health, dignity, security and autonomy of its victims.’9

Virtually every minute of every day, there are incidents, somewhere, of domestic abuse, rape, honour killings, sexual violence, harassment, acid attacks, bride burning, femicide, mutilation or violation of trafficked women. In some countries, violence is actually an outcome of actions by the state – sometimes by torture, more often by omission, or lack of legal redress. The high incidence of violence against women in armed conflict, particularly where rape is used as a weapon of war, is now very evident. Military fighting men, brutalized by combat, can turn their savagery even on their own village women and leave them damaged for life. The extent of violence against women cannot be underestimated, nor can its consequences. The impact ripples through every area of society; it affects women, children, families, neighbourhoods, men, lawmakers, law-enforcers, health providers and so many of our social institutions. It does indeed leave scars on the face of humanity.

The worldwide problem of violence against women does not mean, of course, that women’s personal experiences of violence are the same across the world. Cultural differences are very significant. Culture powerfully influences the kind of violence women are exposed to, and the ways in which it is manifest. We could give a huge list of factors which play into the experiences women endure – factors such as ethnicity, nationality, class, age, marriage patterns, work, economic circumstances, disability or religion. These in themselves can make it difficult to have a single united response to gender violence. But they present a bigger danger also; they can cloak the reality of abuse as it masquerades as local custom, or hides behind religious protocol.

Confronting the problem has been made more difficult because many cultures have had a persistent history of denial about violence against women, even when it occurs daily in their midst. Both nationally and locally, the problem has been shrugged away, with government officials, senior police and military personnel very reluctant to admit that women are in any sense in danger from attack in their region.

‘No problem here!’ Living with denial in the Congo

My experiences some years ago, in the eastern provinces of the Democratic Republic of the Congo, brought this home to me. In 2005, in a lull in the long-term bloody conflict, I was asked to meet with some senior military officers. They wanted to thank me, as President of Tearfund, for the work our non-governmental organization (NGO) had done in resourcing an education project on HIV & AIDS prevention for their soldiers. They were courteous and hospitable, fulsome in their appraisal of the benefits of the programme. We ate and drank together, joked about English footballers, and they generously offered to answer any questions I might have in appraising the success of the initiative. I took courage and, as calmly as I could, asked if they thought there might be a link between the spread of HIV in that province and the high incidence of sexual violence against women. I was neither assertive nor judgemental, yet the atmosphere changed abruptly. They looked annoyed, grim-faced and offended. My question met instant repudiation. There was no violence to women, they assured me emphatically. I had been misled. Women were lying to me in order to get sympathy and money. Their advice was that I should simply ignore the women’s claims.

Pursuing my theme as cautiously as I could, I assembled evidence, offering descriptions of what I had seen on my visits to clinics and hospitals, assuring them that, as a woman, I could recognize sexual damage when it confronted me. Eventually, the men admitted, slowly and reluctantly, that some gender violence in the Kivu Provinces of the Congo might exist, but that these attacks on women were carried out by soldiers from Rwanda and Burundi, not from the Congo. So they concluded with: ‘Go and speak to the authorities there!’

Accepting that this might well be a problem in Burundi or Rwanda, I probed whether it could really be true that no Congolese soldier ever raped a woman. Eventually, with enormous reluctance, they conceded that perhaps in ‘small isolated pockets’ Congolese soldiers raped women (though there were mitigating circumstances, and the women were not without blame!). When I then asked how many soldiers had been convicted and sentenced, however, there was complete silence. It became chillingly evident that there was no legal protection for women against appalling acts of violence. There were no laws, no cases brought to court, no judges to try such cases, and no reparation for the women who had been assaulted and severely damaged. In legal, political and military terms, the problem, quite simply, did not exist. The Congo’s well-attested reputation as a ‘rape capital’ of the world was laid before me. We shook hands solemnly and parted. I was to find it would take many months of advocacy, pressure and prayer within the country before anyone was brought to justice for those crimes.

‘There should be laws against it!’

An example from the Congo, in 2005, might be thought of as extreme. In terms of legal provisions, it is not. In spite of the huge size of the problem globally, few countries considered violence against women as needing special prohibitive legislation until the last decades of the twentieth century. In 1979 the General Assembly of the United Nations adopted the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) – often referred to as the international bill of women’s human rights. The text of the Convention had been prepared by working groups for three years, and its crucial importance was reflected by the speed with which it entered into force – on 3 September 1981, faster than any previous human rights convention. By 2017 it had been ratified by 189 United Nations (UN) member states; these states did not include the USA. Under CEDAW, states are required to eliminate gender-based discrimination, not only by making sure that there are no existing discriminatory laws that leave women exposed to violence, but also by ensuring all necessary steps to allow women to experience actual equality in their lives.

Violence against women had been acknowledged to be a human rights concern in June 1993 by the UN World Conference on Human Rights in Vienna. Seven thousand participants attended this gathering, most of the international human rights community, along with government delegates from 171 states. It broke new ground in addressing gender-based violence, creating a Special Rapporteur on Violence Against Women mandated to carry out country visits. The resulting ‘Declaration on the Elimination of Violence Against Women’ was a powerful statement of intent, giving a voice to many, long silenced. The immediate focus was to bring protection for women within the framework of international law, introducing terminology to name wrongs, and pushing through the boundaries of gender-blindness in legislation.

Individual countries were also making their own provisions. In the USA, advocates joined professionals from the courts, law-enforcement agencies, victim services and women’s movements to highlight domestic and sexual assault, urging Congress to make it unlawful. The result was the pivotal Violence Against Women Act (VAWA) of 1994. (It later added date assault and stalking to the original law on domestic violence and sexual assault.) On the twentieth anniversary of the VAWA in 2012, Vice President Joe Biden announced that annual rates of violence against women had now dropped by 64 per cent. The US Senate had strengthened and re-authorized the Violence Against Women Act in February 2013 despite persistent opposition from a group of conservative Republicans. One provision had given Tribal Nations the right to prosecute non-Tribal members who commit acts of violence on Tribal land, which helped address the particularly high level of violence towards Native American women (though only a third of them reported incidents).

By the end of 2005, 89 countries had some legislation on domestic violence, and a growing number of countries had instituted national plans of action. This was verified in the UN Secretary-General’s comprehensive report. Marital rape was a prosecutable offence in at least 104 states, and 90 countries had laws on sexual harassment. However, gaps remained in a large number of societies. In 102 nations there were no specific legal provisions against domestic violence, and no one could be prosecuted for marital rape in at least 53.10

Since then, progress in legislation has been marked and rapid. A campaign in Europe from 2006 to 2008, initiated by its leading human rights organization, the Council of Europe (founded in May 1949), pressed for comprehensive standards for the protection of women against violence. The result was the ‘Istanbul Convention’ (The Convention on Preventing and Combating Violence Against Women and Domestic Violence) adopted by all 47 member states at a meeting in Istanbul and opened for signatures on 11 May 2011. As the first legally binding initiative in Europe to create a comprehensive legal framework to protect women against all forms of violence, it was a landmark treaty. Countries swiftly embraced it. By October, after Poland and Croatia had added their signatures, the Convention had been signed by 26 member states of the Council of Europe. By May 2015, 18 European countries had ratified the Istanbul Convention, committing resources for its implementation. The UK was not among them, even though research published by the European Union (EU) Agency for Fundamental Rights (FRA) showed that the UK as a whole ranked among the worst countries in Europe in relation to high reporting levels of domestic violence.11

An unexpected turning point was reached in the UK, however, in 2017, following the activities of a diverse and youthful campaigning group, IC Change. A Scottish Member of Parliament, Eilidh Whiteford, worked with the group to introduce a Private Member’s Bill requiring the government to set a date for the ratification of the Istanbul Convention and report annually on its progress. With a massive groundswell of support across all political parties, parliament voted the bill through its three readings, and it became law in 2017. This unprecedented success demonstrated that concerted public action can force a government legislature to comply with international standards and address the root causes of violence against women.

Beyond Europe and North America legal changes were racing through other countries. Many desperately needed them. Afghanistan passed its law eliminating violence against women in August 2009, criminalizing child marriage, the selling and buying of women to settle disputes, assault, and more than a dozen other acts of violence and abuse. In 2008 Guatemala made history by passing its ‘Law Against Femicide and Other Forms of Violence Against Women’. By the end of 2012 other Latin American countries had followed suit, including Puerto Rico, Bolivia, Peru, Argentina, Uruguay, Mexico and Nicaragua. The level of domestic and sexual violence in Nicaragua had been particularly high; with only six million inhabitants, it actually recorded 37,000 women victims of violence in 2011: 80 women a year were known to have been killed by their partners. In the Philippines the incidence of violence against women noticeably dropped after strict protective laws came into force in 2010.12 After the United Nations General Assembly created ‘UN Women’ in July 2010, the monitoring of initiatives in gender equality and the empowerment of women has shown encouraging results.

By 2017, UN Women reported that at least 140 countries had passed laws on domestic violence, and 144 had laws on sexual harassment.13 When, in August that year, Tunisia became the first Arab country to adopt a comprehensive law on violence against women, it was hailed as a landmark victory, a ‘dream come true’.14 A country that outlaws violence against women redefines it as a crime, and gives women the legal right to live free from assault. With this new pioneering model for the Arab world, the CEDAW vision of 1979 began to look achievable.

But then we need implementation . . .

It would be good if the story could end there. But sadly, the truth is that real progress has been patchy. Laws have not always been compliant with international standards or recommendations.15 In some countries, both the introduction of laws and their implementation has been hampered by inertia. In others, the presence of law has not produced any identifiable change in behaviour. As the UN Handbook for Legislation reported:

Significant gaps in legal frameworks remain. States throughout the world are still failing to live up to their international obligations and commitments to prevent and address violence against women. Too many perpetrators are not held accountable. Impunity persists. Women continue to be re-victimized through the legal process.16

Afghanistan is a case in point. Over a 12-month period, the UN collected information from 22 of Afghanistan’s 34 provinces. It reported in 2012 that although a rising number of incidents of violence against women were being reported, and courts were issuing more convictions, the overall use of the law remained low. Cultural restraints, social norms, customs, religious beliefs, discrimination against women, acceptance of violence, fear, social stigma threats and exclusion meant that incidents of violence were still under-reported. The report’s conclusion was that there was still a long way to go before women and girls in Afghanistan were to be fully protected from violence through the law.17 This became bitterly evident in May 2013, when parliament was again asked to endorse the Law on the Elimination of Violence Against Women. Conservatives decreed many parts of the law to be un-Islamic – not least the veto against girl-child marriage – and, after two hours of argument, no endorsement was given.18 A new law the following year banned relatives of accused persons from testifying against them, effectively silencing victims and undoing years of progress.19

After the Taliban were toppled in Afghanistan, girls had at least won back the right to be educated there. But even education was brought to the fore in Pakistan through the appalling case of 14-year-old Malala Yousafzai. Shot in the head by the Pakistan Taliban for daring to persist in her advocacy for girls’ education, she became a symbol of the fight against gender oppression. Her unarmed bravery was a beacon of light against the cowardly acts of militia, whose repressive ideology turned a child’s desire to be a doctor into a threat against their power. Worldwide condemnation followed the attack on Malala, and following her recovery in the UK, she went on to occupy an international stage, mounting a global campaign for girls’ education, and going on to study at the University of Oxford. Yet her activity has made little impact in Pakistan. There, she is often regarded with suspicion, while violence and discrimination against women and girls continue as before.20

Why is change so slow?

There are two simple answers to that question. The first is that many cultures resist legislation. The second is that, even when it happens, legislation is not enough. At the end of the Commission on the Status of Women, in New York in March 2013, one writer pointed to the chasm between legal reform and actual emerging change. Despite a massive increase in the number of laws, many women around the world still have no knowledge of their rights and even less of how to lay claim to them.21 This is largely because there has not been an accompanying shift in attitudes and culture. The problem is that violence and discrimination becomes effectively sanctioned by the state, especially when it is ‘significantly tied to cultural and social norms that pervade a nation, which are then used to justify, excuse or tolerate violence against women and girls’.22 Many of the later chapters will be looking at this question, especially at the force of culture and tradition.

It is in the name of such cultural and social norms that there is current resistance to a global implementation plan. Some women’s groups are concerned that it is in the very countries where it is most needed that the plan is least likely to be adopted. They look with some concern at the way authorities within some African countries and the Organisation of Islamic Cooperation (formerly the Organisation of the Islamic Conference) are conflating the drive to end violence against women with an attack on traditional and religious culture. ‘Honour killings’ and female genital mutilation widely persist, despite the fact that they are unlawful, demonstrating that the resistance is not easily overcome. Especially in patriarchal societies, links with wealthy Western countries can have a negative effect on women’s freedom. This is especially true in times of economic downturn. Yasmeen Hassan, Global Executive Director of Equality Now (a US group), explains that ‘[the authorities in such patriarchal societies] feel more and more bullied by the west. The recession has made things worse, they have less control over their economies but at least they can control women.’23 Several studies have also pointed to ‘worsening economic conditions, persistent environmental degradation, internal conflict and wars’, and documented their impact on attitudes towards women in poorer countries.24

The constant need for vigilance

I have just been focusing on cultures where there is a constant struggle to maintain effective legislation to eliminate violence against women. It seems that a great gulf separates those societies which respect women enough to punish those who violate them, and those which reinterpret violation in cultural terms. Yet I do not want to leave the impression that in those cultures which do have strong protective laws the problems are solved. They are not. Very often, the issues of safeguarding simply move up a notch. The danger here is that the presence of laws on the statute book can lull people into believing that the problems are solved, and society simply pays lip-service to the issue. The reality of gendered violence means we need to rethink the way we plan our cities, transport, public lighting and buildings so that we consider those vulnerable to attack.

This was brought home in Baltimore, Maryland, USA, when a psychiatric patient with a long history of sexual violence against women was able to enter the room of a woman patient and strangle her.25 In a similar incident in a UK hospital, a nurse helping a male patient in the shower turned her back to allow him privacy and was subject to a sexual attack from him. He, too, had a history of assault, but the nurse was given no warning.26 When seven out of ten women are targeted for sexual violence in their lifetime, there is clearly a need for continuing vigilance in every area of public life.

Even more widespread has been predatory abuse in particular professional areas, where powerful men exercise great influence. In October 2017, the multiple allegations against Harvey Weinstein, the celebrated film mogul, rocked the Western world. For 20 years, as his films were earning more than 300 Oscar nominations, he is alleged to have used his status and power to make unwanted sexual advances to very many young actresses seeking employment. Their stories of intimidation, violation and fear of having their careers ruined by refusal are now in the public domain.27 Other men in the public media world had already been discredited. For example, Bill O’Reilly, a host at Fox News, was forced to resign after Fox was discovered to have paid five women millions of dollars in exchange for silence about their accusations of sexual harassment. In response to the mounting revelations of sexual misconduct in high places and gross abuse, celebrity women responded publicly. The singer/actor Alyssa Milano posted on Twitter, asking those who had experienced sexual assault to use the hashtag #MeToo. Within minutes, social media was flooded with stories of abuse from women across the USA and the rest of the world. If there was any doubt that the violation of women was in need of exposure and eradication, this outpouring surely dispelled it.

Conclusion

We can begin to see the alarming depth of truth in the statement of the UN report: ‘Violence constitutes a continuum across the lifespan of women, from before birth to old age. It cuts across both the public and the private spheres.’28 It also takes many forms – physical, sexual, psychological and economic – which are interrelated yet which remain largely hidden, suppressed by silence. Intimate-partner violence is very widespread, and sometimes leads to death. Harmful and violent cultural practices, including early and forced marriage and female genital mutilation/cutting, are also pervasive. Traditional communities still somehow hide the insidiousness of femicide (gender-based murder of women), sexual violence, sexual harassment and trafficking. Violence perpetrated by the state, through omission of protection, torture, public agents or public policy is persistent, along with the high incidence of violence against women in armed conflict, particularly rape. Even women in high-profile professions can be subject to sexual harassment, and can be bullied into accepting unwanted attentions from powerful, predatory men. So we can begin to understand the all-encompassing nature of the problem on a global scale: that one in three women has either been beaten, coerced into sex or abused in some other way – most often by someone she knows.

In spite of all this, we have to recognize that cultural history is not on our side. Violence against women has actually been celebrated in dance and traditional rituals; it has been glorified in art, literature, film and music. In the history of even Western culture, male aggression has been described or depicted without censure, and woman’s suffering re-presented as somehow beautiful or part of her journey to refinement. Legends such as ‘The Rape of the Sabine Women’, an act said to have been carried out by men of ancient Rome in 750 bc, have excited far too many painters – from Nicolas Poussin (1635), Peter Paul Rubens (1635), Jacques Louis David (1799) and Pablo Picasso (1963) to the ‘light-hearted’ reference in the BBC comedy To the Manor Born about parting one’s spinach and finding the rape of the Sabine women on the plate underneath. It found its way into the happy 1954 musical film Seven Brides for Seven Brothers. William Shakespeare’s play The Taming of the Shrew is still being debated with respect to its misogyny.29 Today rape and gender violence is being treated as a source of humour by misogynous stand-up comedians in sleazy gigs.

Yet, whatever its history, and however artists try to justify their material, it should be blatantly evident to all that violence against women has far-reaching consequences for women, their children and society. Without doubt, it violates human rights, undermines development, generates instability and makes peace harder to achieve.30 The unmitigated tragedy is that despite the fact that they are widely outlawed across nations, so many different forms of violence are able to persist. Passive sympathy for those who suffer is not enough. Elimination of such injustice takes commitment, perseverance and concerted global action. And it needs each one of us.
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Violence begins before birth: selective abortion and infanticide
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Having a girl is to plant a seed in someone else’s garden.

Hindi saying

In India, where female infanticide has existed for centuries, now female feticide has joined the fray . . .1

Dr Sabu George, a Delhi-based researcher, has spent the past quarter-century exposing what he calls ‘the worst kind of violence’ in Indian history – the elimination of millions of unborn girls. He regards it as nothing less than ‘genocide’, and describes the first few months in the womb as ‘the riskiest part of a woman’s life cycle in India’. An incident reported in a newspaper article illustrates the problem:

Earlier this month, police arrested two people after the discovery of 400 pieces of bones believed to be of female foetuses in the town of Ratlam, Madhya Pradesh. Last September, the remains of dozens of babies were exhumed from a pit outside an abortion clinic in Punjab. According to investigators, that clinic was run by an untrained, unqualified retired soldier and his wife. To dispose of the evidence, acid was used to melt the flesh and then the bones were hammered to smithereens . . .2

The writers of this article go on to describe an Indian documentary series on television, in which two undercover television journalists identified 100 doctors in private and government hospitals who were prepared to carry out illegal sex-selective abortions. Unaware that they were being filmed, these doctors calmly discussed the ease with which foetal remains could be disposed of. If they were too bulky to be thrown into rivers, or buried in fields, street sweepers could be hired to clear them away.

It is an alarming picture of mass termination: prenatal offspring, aborted for no other reason than they happen to be female. During some years the toll has involved as many as two million foetuses, according to a UN report,3 with some regions of India faring particularly badly. Although accurate figures are very difficult to compile, estimates suggest that ‘among the stock of women that could potentially be alive in India today, over 25 million are “missing”’.4

Not all of that is the result of abortion. Female babies who do not fall victim to prenatal selection and elimination are not guaranteed survival after birth. Age-old methods of eradicating them are still in evidence.

Last summer, a farmer in southern India discovered a tiny human hand poking from the ground. A two-day-old baby girl had been buried alive. The reason? Much of Indian culture favours males over females, sometimes brutally so. Against odds, this baby survived. Her grandfather confessed to attempting murder because his family already had too many females; keeping this one would be too costly.5

The disposal of newborn girls seems to be commonplace; ‘it happens without any hindrance’ said a father whose wife had killed their two baby daughters.6 Some tiny infants become victims of ‘poisoning, throat splitting, starvation, smothering and drowning’.7 Others are left outside police stations, in bus depots, crowded fairgrounds, or in railway toilets. Most abandoned babies are found too late to save their lives. And although, technically, these discarded offspring die of neglect and exposure rather than deliberate killing, it is still difficult to argue that this is anything other than infanticide. The lucky ones are left outside orphanages, placed in wicker cradles in purpose-built alcoves where the weight of the baby triggers an internal alarm; the babies are taken in and fed, and the orphanage staff struggle to know what to do with another unwanted offspring. The growth of these orphanages is partly a government response to a desperate situation.

The practices of female infanticide and foeticide are a powerful depiction of the institutionalization of violence against women. There could hardly be any clearer statement of the low value and disposability of girls and women than when, all over the country, ‘the elimination of girl children, either through sex-selective abortion or infanticide, goes largely uncensored, undetected, unpunished and unmourned’.8 These procedures are now woven into the fabric of much of Indian culture, sitting menacingly alongside sexual violence, domestic abuse and rape, and anticipating the brutalities experienced by women in other contexts.

Despite the orphanages, it is evident that there is an uneasy collusion between the state and society in relation to the issue. The shared ideology goes deep into Indian tradition as the very authorities charged with safeguarding the life of the girl child are themselves steeped in an ethos that reinforces the preference for a son and sees the birth of a girl as a disappointment. Substantial social and economic forces come into play: the process of arranged marriages, the patrilocal system where girls are removed from their birth family to the family of their husbands, the pressure on brides from their mothers-in-law who want male heirs, and the huge financial advantage for any family in having sons.

Yet, for more than 40 years, the law has officially offered protection for unborn girls. The Medical Termination of Pregnancy Act, passed in 1971, allows abortion in India only under very strict conditions. It must take place within 12 weeks of conception, there must be grave risks of injury or ill health to the mother, or there must be substantial risks to the child of severe abnormality and impairment.9 In effect, this means that:

Indian laws do not, under any circumstance, allow sex determination tests to be undertaken with the intent to terminate the life of a fetus developing in the mother’s womb . . . Any act causing the termination of the pregnancy of a normal fetus would amount to feticide, and in addition to rendering the physician criminal[ly] liable, is considered professional misconduct on his part, leading to his penal erasure.10

Despite the strongly worded prohibition, the practice continued to grow. Innovative technology made sex selection easier. The cost became affordable by many families and by the mid-1990s clinics were advertising their services of terminating girls as ‘spend 3,000 now and save 300,000 later’.11 So, further regulations became necessary to control the use of these technologies and prevent misuse for sex-selective abortions. The Pre-natal Diagnostic Techniques (Regulation and Prevention of Misuse) Act was passed in 1994, and tightened in 2002. This put sex-selective abortions very firmly and publicly outside the law.

Although the procedures have remained illegal, the laws against selective abortion have had little obvious impact on actual practice. Sabu George and Brinda Karat pointed out that, since 1994, when sex selection was legally prohibited, millions of related crimes have been committed, but few are prosecuted.12 By December 2015, the total number of convictions stood at only 291. Varsha Deshpande, a member of a national committee created by the 1994 legislation, claimed that the ‘political will’ to enforce the regulations simply did not exist. So the lethal cocktail of patriarchal traditions, technological development, financial incentives, ruthless corruption and legal indifference means the law still fails to protect unborn girl babies.

Technology, clinics and regulation

Indian patriarchal tradition on its own could never have produced the problem as it exists today. Technology continues to play a substantial part. Ultrasound equipment to determine the sex of an unborn child was initially introduced into India in 1979. India has about 35,000 ultrasound clinics, but the proliferation of unregistered clinics, the widespread sale of scanners and the collusion of doctors in expediting sex-selective abortions has compounded the threat to girl babies. There are guaranteed earnings for those whose business is to identify the sex of a child, and, with developments in technology, the growth in mobile ultrasound machines has mushroomed. These machines, which can be operated outside medical centres, are now available in every part of the country. According to one technician, ‘You will find an ultrasound machine even in a village which has a road over which only a bullock cart can go, and electricity to run the machine and nothing else.’13

The expanded law, forbidding the sale of scanners to unregistered clinics and quack doctors, was aimed to curtail this expansion. Each ultrasound machine must be officially registered under the name of the doctor who is to use it. Yet the widespread abuse of the regulation is glaringly evident. One ministry official reported, ‘We recently found 21 ultrasound machines registered under a single doctor. This means these clinics have been individually opened with one single radiologist manning it. How can one doctor operate 21 machines at the same time?’14 In fact, it is estimated that more than 16 million illegal ultrasound scans have been conducted since the law restricting sales was introduced, illustrating what Sabu George calls a widespread ‘indifference of ethics’. He sees the General Electric (GE) company which provides the machines, and those who sell them, as sharing the moral accountability for this: ‘How many more millions of girls will have to disappear from India before companies such as GE will recognize their responsibility?’15

The responsibility is shared also by doctors and clinics. Brinda Karat and Sabu George argue this, clearly: ‘The strong links between sections of a powerful medical fraternity who make profits through the use of sex-selection technologies and politicians and bureaucrats has made a mockery of the legal provisions.’16 But, in many other quarters, tunnel vision seems to operate in failing to recognize the contribution and collusion of all these participants. Some argue that such agents cannot be held to blame, since they are only providing what the family wants. Sometimes, the blame is even placed on the women themselves – either arguing that this is what women want, or framed in terms of discrimination meted out by women against other women (mothers-in-law against daughters-in-law). The power of patriarchy, greed, indifference or corruption is thus ignored with the result that ‘it is women . . . who end up getting criminalized, with doctors invariably let off the hook’.17

Ultimately, it is governments which have the responsibility to uphold legislation and ensure justice for their citizens, even for the most vulnerable who have no voice of their own. Activists, like Sabu George, feel that for the law to have any teeth the government must be far more proactive. One example stands out:

Although the law expressly bans advertisements of sex selective technologies, Google has been advertising sex selection for the last three years after giving a commitment to honour Indian laws. Even though this has been brought to the attention of the government and raised in Parliament, the government has failed to act.18

It is an indictment indeed.

A problem rooted in tradition – the dowry

We cannot grasp the problem of sex-selective abortion without recognizing India’s preference for sons over daughters. Males are seen as more valuable, socially and economically, than females. Only sons carry out certain functions under religious and cultural traditions; inheritance and land rights pass through male heirs; elderly parents depend on support from sons in the absence of national security schemes; greater male participation in the workforce enables them to bring in more family income. Women, on the other hand, provide no economic support for their natal family after marriage. Traditional concepts such as paraya dhan dictate that a girl is not seen as a permanent member of her birth family, and so if she is given a share in its assets or property, the family will lose out. Not only that; because of the dowry which goes to the bridegroom’s family, she will cost the family a great deal of money when she marries.19 This makes daughters an unproductive investment.

The dowry affects all sections of Indian society. For the rich, it symbolizes status, power and prestige. For the poorer sections, it carries with it a sense of honour. They may not be able to afford the opulent weddings of the rich, but they still need to show they can provide a decent nuptial and dowry. It has been suggested that 80 per cent of bank loans in India are taken to meet the costs of these, and that a spate of suicides among farmers in Vidarbha (in the state of Maharashtra) was linked with failure to repay loans used for marrying their daughters instead of for their farms.20

All this is barely surprising, considering what burden a dowry requirement now imposes. It has grown with affluence. ‘Decades ago, a wealthy bride’s father would have been expected to give gold bracelets. Today it is jewellery, fridges, cars and foreign holidays – and the bride’s family may end up paying the bill for the rest of their lives.’21 It is hardly surprising, either, that the culture of the dowry has many strong critics. The writer Priya Virmani is one:

A shift in India’s attitude towards weddings is urgently due. Bluntly put, dowry equates to a family paying a man to take their daughter’s hand in marriage. And the man, with his family, works to extract the maximum price for ‘taking’ the woman, in ways that can scar lives and damage the institution of marriage. A practice that conflates its women with gold, silver and furniture is absolutely reprehensible. Simply having anti-dowry laws has proved hugely inadequate – urgent emphasis needs to be put on enforcement.22

Virmani also outlines the even darker side of the dowry. In extreme cases, the newly wed bride can be murdered by her in-laws or driven to commit suicide because their dowry demands have not been fully met. In 2014, 8,455 dowry deaths were reported, but it is estimated that one woman in India dies every hour in a dowry-related case.23

The issue of selective abortion used to be seen as a problem of poverty, where parents of large families could not afford more children, and so they aborted the less economically productive. But it is now clearly as much a problem of affluence as poverty. It is educated parents who plan their families and seek to identify the sex of their child, and often more affluent parents who are willing to pay the fees from clinics, radiologists and doctors. Development and globalization have brought many people more money and a decrease in family size, but they have not erased traditional patriarchal values. Wealthier – and better-educated – Indians still want sons. One survey revealed that female foeticide was highest among women with university degrees. They are only too aware of the impending demand of the groom’s family in relation to any daughter they might have. Priya Virmani observes ruefully: ‘India’s economic liberalisation in the 1990s has seen a proportionate rise in levels of greed, and a bride is perceived by her in-laws as a potential cash cow.’24 In 2015, an educated woman’s fight in Delhi against her affluent in-laws made headlines. Dr Mitu Khurana had been harassed by her husband’s family for a Honda city car as a dowry and they then allegedly forced a sex determination test on her. She refused to have an abortion and filed a complaint against them. Her marriage ended but she sought the help of her own parents, and gave birth to twin girls.25

Distorted sex ratio

The demographic consequences of mass female foeticide can be seen throughout most of India, but especially in its most developed parts. In most countries and under normal circumstances, the sex ratio at birth usually ranges from 102 to 106 live male births per 100 live female births. This levels out as boys are biologically more likely to suffer child mortality, so in adult populations (i.e. those of 15 – 64 years) the ratio of men to women is often around 101 to 100. In the USA and much of Europe it is equal.26

It is usual for states to have strict regulations on birth registrations, and to publish statistics on sex ratios at birth – part of effective governance. But the Indian census does not publish data on sex ratios at birth. Instead it publishes the child sex ratios – the ratio of girls per thousand boys under the age of seven.27 Yet even these figures point to a deteriorating situation. Figures for females to males under seven from the last four census surveys show rapidly increasing disparities. The 1981 census figure was 962 girls to 1,000 boys; in 1991 this had dropped to 945; in 2001 it was only 927, and in the 2011 census the ratio had decreased further, to 914.28

These figures are for the whole of India, and so mask the considerable regional variation. Kerala, for example, is an exception – the only state where females are 1,058 per 1,000 males.29 South India has normal sex ratios. This in itself is important, for the status of women in parts of South India is higher than in the rest of the subcontinent, and women and their families there seem less motivated to abort their daughters because of a preference for sons. But these higher figures mean that there are other parts of India where the ratios of girls to boys are extremely low, most significantly in the more economically developed states. An article in 2007 reported that in Delhi, one of the richest cities in India, there were just 827 girls born per 1,000 boys.30 The 2011 census showed a steep fall in the child sex ratio across states like Punjab, Haryana, Gujarat and Maharashtra, along with the union territories of Delhi and Chandigarh. In Punjab, for example, there are only 846 girls per 1,000 males. In Haryana there are only 830, dropping down as far as to 774 in the rapidly developing, cattle-wealthy district of Jhajjar.31

What is clear is that the declining sex ratio cannot be simply viewed as a medical or legal issue. K. S. Jacob sees it as very firmly embedded within the social construction of patriarchy and reinforced by tradition, culture and religion. For him, there is a whole set of subtle and blatant discriminatory practices against girls and women under various pretexts, and ‘[f]emale foeticide and infanticide are just the tip of the iceberg. It is this large base of discrimination against women that supports the declining sex ratio.’32 Affluence has not challenged foeticide. It has simply made it easier.

Missing girls – shortage of brides

It is in a society’s interest to have equal sex ratios, for heavily lopsided ratios will eventually bring many serious dysfunctions to social order. The most crucial one is that there will be a shortage of women of marriageable age. In their book Bare Branches, Valerie M. Hudson and Andrea den Boer note that a generation of men unable to find wives has already emerged, men who will never marry and have children. They argue that it is these men who are already largely responsible for social unrest in areas where women are scarce.33 A report in 2015 suggested that even if India’s sex ratio at birth were to return to normal and stay there, by 2050 the country would still have 30 per cent more single men hoping to marry than single women.34

The present shortage of brides is so acute in Punjab and Haryana that the problem has seeped into politics. Candidates standing for office in local elections promise they will ‘help provide girls’ if they are returned to power. There are reports of village leaders being asked by unmarried men to find them brides. The likelihood of girl kidnapping and coerced marriages is on the increase, and there is worrying evidence of the trafficking of under-age girls, even into polyandry. Bought by families for marriage, they are then treated as bonded labour and sex slaves. In 2005, the United Nations Population Fund had predicted this outcome, suggesting that:

A shortage of females does not necessarily translate into improved prospects for those who remain. Indeed, a small pool of marriageable women may only increase demand for trafficked women, both for the purposes of marriage and prostitution, and could force many girls to cut short their education in order to wed and bear children – all to meet an insatiable demand for marriageable young women.35

Groups like Shakti Vahini (‘Power brigade’) work with the police to rescue trafficked brides but feel overwhelmed by the size of the task. Its executive director, Ravi Kant, says, ‘We’re losing the battle. It is in every village. The police are saying these families are doing nothing wrong. There’s collusion between the law and the politicians, and it’s destroying the whole social fabric.’

It is now becoming evident that the impact of India’s missing girls on everyday life in many parts of the country is dramatic and alarming. It is simply not healthy to have a large cohort of young, single men, angry that they are unmarried in a culture where being a father and head of the family confers status. The anger becomes directed, as so often before, at the vulnerability of women. In 2005, the UN Population Fund had anticipated a link between the high number of males in the population and increased crime and violence. Seven years later the whole world saw what this meant. The gang rape and murder of a young woman medical student on a bus threw the problems of misogyny in India into sharp relief. And as hundreds of thousands took to the streets in protest, it was sadly evident to all the activists who had fought long and hard against female foeticide that the depths of the problem had finally, and tragically, hit home.

The future for Indian girl babies

India owes an enormous debt of gratitude to the tireless activists who have not let this issue drop off the national agenda. Many of these advocates have also been responsible for changes in the law. Early examples are the citizens’ campaigns in Maharashtra which brought about the first legislation against sex selection in the country back in 198736 and the public interest litigation filed by Sabu George, and two NGOs (Masum and Cehat), which led to Supreme Court directives to state governments to implement the Prohibition of Sex Selection Act in 2001. Other activists have founded organizations dedicated to fighting sex-selective abortions. Lek Ladki Abhiyan, the brainchild of activist Varsha Deshpande, follows up information passed through its hotline and enlists pregnant volunteers to go as decoys to collect evidence on doctors breaking the law. Their painstaking commitment has resulted in people brought to justice.37 Wonderful work is also being done in the hundreds of homes throughout India that care for abandoned girls and those who survive late abortion attempts. Aarti Home in Kadapa, Andhra Pradesh, founded by a former schoolteacher, Sandhya Puchalapalli, has provided a secure base for over a thousand girls since its inception, giving them the love, confidence and education they need to survive the past and become leaders. The amazing Sandhya has changed the dowry requirements for the marriages of Aarti’s girls, and many of them are now working as engineers, medical technicians and social workers.38 Generous doctors across the country also give their time and resources and encourage women pregnant with girls to resist the pressure to abort. In what he calls a ‘tiny contribution’ to improving the future for India’s girl children, Dr Ganesh Rakh in Pune charges no fee for the birth of girl babies in his hospital. In defiance of the sorrow most families display at the birth of a daughter, the hospital has put on a joyful celebration for almost 470 girls who have been born there in the four years since he launched his campaign. The vision to change life for India’s women passes on.

All this is so encouraging, yet a much fuller implementation of the laws that already exist is also needed which can recognize and punish the complicity of all the agents involved in this ‘genocide’. For ‘[b]y only targeting communication to families and ignoring mass crimes committed by unethical doctors and remaining silent on the vested interests of the ultrasound companies, India is unlikely to stop the ongoing genocide against the next generation of women’.39 As reported rapes in New Delhi rose by 277 per cent in five years, from 572 in 2011 to 2,155 in 2016, and molestation cases rose by almost 500 per cent, a paradigm shift is desperately needed in the whole culture.40 In the words of Bijayalaxmi Nanda:

The State and civil society need to move beyond statist and patriarchal notions of marriage, reproduction and gender relations. This means more than just celebrating brave mothers who have saved their daughters or focusing on ‘poor men’, who have no women to marry. This means accepting women as equals and as individuals with needs, dreams, desires and rights, including the right to exercise control over their bodies. And this is the truth that we as a country are still not ready to accept.41

Deep-seated cultural attitudes have merged with contemporary materialism to produce a system which can devalue, degrade and control women in every stage of their development. Campaigners tell us that India has the power to change this, but needs the will to do so. The challenge is for civil society, educators, faith leaders, media, churches and legislators to join those already committed in developing and implementing a greater vision of equality. Only when girls are valued and cherished, across the whole culture, does violence against women at the very beginnings of life stand any chance of being eradicated.
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