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abuse i n the world today. It inc ludes assault , battery, rape, sexual slavery, mut i ­
lat ion, and murder . It is not a new phenomenon. It is not tied to poverty or 
economic upheaval . It is not related to the social displacement of peoples. In­
stead, it cuts across social and economic s i tuat ions and is deeply embedded in 
cul tures a round the world—so m u c h so that mi l l ions of women consider it a way 
of life. 

Over the past decade, nat iona l and internat iona l groups have turned a spotlight on the h id­
den bruta l i ty of violence against women. They have called on the internat iona l communi ty to 
value a woman 's right to be free from violence as a h u m a n right. Th is focus on violence against 
women has spurred the development of strategies and programs to address the problem. St i l l , 
efforts to eradicate violence re­
ma in in their infancy and most 
societies cont inue to consider 
violence against women a pr i ­
vate, so-cal led " family" matter. 

ABUSED AT HOME 
The highest percentage of 

violence against women occurs 
at home. A recent Wor ld B a n k 
a n a l y s i s i nd i ca t e s that one-
quarter to one-hal f of a l l the 
world 's women have been bat­
tered by an int imate partner. 
Regional s tudies conf i rm the 
level of violence. Stat ist ics from 
La t in Amer i ca show that be­
tween 26 a n d 60 percent of 
adul t women have been beaten 
at least once in their lives. In 
As ia , 60 percent of a l l women 
have been assaul ted . In sub-
S ah a ran Afr ica, approximately 
42 percent of women report 
being battered regularly by an 
int imate partner. 

VICTIMS OF RAPE 
Data on rape provides an ­

other ch i l l ing picture: One out 
of five women worldwide is a 
v i c t im of rape. Most of them 
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know their a t tackers . Young 
girls are the most frequent tar­
gets. Forty to 60 percent of a l l 
k n o w n s e x u a l a s s a u l t s are 
commit ted against gir ls aged 
15 years and younger. 

A n d a l t h o u g h rape as a 
weapon of war has been inter­
na t i ona l l y c o n d e m n e d s ince 
the Nuremberg tr ia ls following 
Wor ld War II, armies cont inue 
to use it i n conflicts a round the 
wor ld . In 1992, as many as 
20,000 women were raped in 

the first months of the war in 
B o s n i a - H e r z e g o v i n a . In 
Rwanda , between 2,000 and 
5,000 rape-related pregnancies 
were reported in 1994. Over the 
past 10 years, mass rape has 
been d o c u m e n t e d i n P e r u , 
Myanmar , L iber ia, Cambodia , 
Somal ia , and Uganda. 

OTHER FORMS OF VIOLENCE 
Female infanticide and sex-

select ive a b o r t i o n s are also 
f o r m s of v i o l e n c e a g a i n s t 
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women . Demog raphe r s es t i ­
mate that 60 m i l l i o n women 
are "m iss ing " from the popula­
t ions of Sou th and West As ia , 
C h i n a , and Nor th Afr ica, as a 
result. In India, part icular ly the 
northern regions, and i n C h i n a 
and the Republ ic of Korea, ge­
netic test ing for sex has grown 
into a booming bus iness . A re­
cent s tudy of amn iocen t e s i s 
procedures i n a Bombay hos­
pital found that 95.5 percent 
of aborted fetuses are female. 
U N I C E F reports anecdotal evi­
dence of the practice of female 
infanticide i n some As i an com­
munit ies . 

A n o t h e r f a t a l p r a c t i c e , 
"dowry k i l l ing , " occurs i n India. 
There, women are k i l l ed be­
cause they canno t meet the 
dowry demands of h u s b a n d s ' 
famil ies . More t h a n a dozen 
women are reported ki l led each 
day i n d o w r y - r e l a t e d i n c i ­
dents—higher t han 5,000 per 
year. 

Female genital mut i l a t i on , 
practiced i n at least 28 coun ­
tries, ma in ly i n Afr ica, is a n ­
other form of violence against 
women. Cons ide red a rite of 
passage for young gir ls, a n es­
t imated 130 m i l l i o n w o m e n 
and girls alive today have u n ­
dergone a procedure i n w h i c h 
al l or part of the outer genita­
l ia is removed. Two mi l l i on girls 
each year undergo the opera­
tion, w h i c h is not only pa in fu l 
but also often resul ts i n a life­
t ime of hea l th - r e l a t ed p rob ­
lems. 

RESPONDING TO THE VIOLENCE: 
THE ROLE OF THE INTERNATIONAL 
COMMUNITY 

The internat iona l c o m m u ­
nity has a role to play i n re­

d u c i n g the v io lence aga ins t 
women. The 1979 approval by 
the Un i ted Nat ions of the Con ­
vent ion on the E l im ina t i on of 
F o r m s of V i o l e n c e A g a i n s t 
Women (CEDAW) marked a sig­
ni f icant beg inning i n address­
ing the problem. Today, 160 
countr ies have ratified the con-
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vention. A l though it is a mile­
stone in internat ional efforts to 
r e d u c e v i o l e n c e a g a i n s t 
women, nearly one-third of the 
signatory countr ies have de­
clared that they wi l l not be sub­
ject to several C E D A W provi­
s i o n s . These i n c l u d e e q u a l 
r ights to nat ional i ty and c i t i ­
z ensh ip , equa l owne r sh ip of 
family property, and an equal 
role i n marriage and family life. 

NATIONAL CONSTITUTIONS AND 
CRIMINAL CODES 

At the nat iona l level, many 
coun t r i e s have cons t i tu t i ons 
and laws intended to protect 
women against violence. Con ­
st i tut ions inc lude bans on vio­
lence aga inst h u m a n beings 
and the right to the integrity of 

the body and the right to life. 
Most proh ib i t d i s c r i m i n a t i o n 
against cit izens. 

Braz i l ' s new cons t i tu t i on 
requires the state to combat 
violence against women. Co­
lombia declares violence in the 
family destructive and provides 
for penalt ies by law. Equa l i ty 
under the law is wri t ten into 
most const i tut ions. Some refer 
specifically to women, l ike the 
const i tut ions of C h i n a , Greece, 
and Poland. These types of pro­
visions are important because, 
in the absence of other laws or 
regulat ions, they can be used 
to protect women from vio­
lence. 

Nat ional laws that protect 
aga inst v io lence are usua l l y 
part of the penal code. How­
ever, only 44 countr ies wor ld­
wide have laws that specifically 
protect women against domes­
tic v io lence. Of these, some 
have expanded the law to cover 
c u l t u r a l p r a c t i c e s . F o r ex­
ample, 12 countr ies have now 
cr imina l i zed the practice of fe­
male genital mut i la t ion . 

Most countr ies have laws 
aga ins t s e x u a l a s s a u l t a n d 
rape. The problem lies, how­
ever, i n the level of protect ion 
guaranteed by the law. Efforts 
to reform rape law have been 
ongoing for decades and have 
centered on determining what 
constitutes rape. Only 17 coun­
tries now consider mar i ta l rape 
to be a c r im ina l offense. Twelve 
La t in Amer i can countr ies st i l l 
allow a rapist to escape pros­
ecut ion if he marr ies h is vic­
t im. 
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