
World Health • SlstYear, No. 5, September-October 1998 13 

Gender issues J1t 

Violence and reproductive 
health 
Juliet Heller 

Makhungu's mother was pin
ning all her hopes on her 
daughter's education to raise 

the family's social standing in her 
Kenyan community. But her daugh
ter dropped out of school at 14 when 
she became pregnant. Much as 
Makhungu now loves her son, she 
still cannot wipe from her mind the 
fact that he is a product of gang rape 
by classmates who attacked her as 
she walked the three kilometres 
home from school. 

Violence against women is a 
global epidemic, according to The 
intimate enemy: gender violence and 
reproductive health, a report pub
lished by the London-based Panos 
Institute, an international develop
ment agency. Women everywhere 
are more in danger from their part
ners, fathers, neighbours or col
leagues than from strangers. And the 
abusers come from all nationalities 
and strata of society. 

Despite the evidence, violence 
against women in the home was not 
declared a breach of human rights 
until 1993, at the UN World 
Conference on Human Rights. 
Throughout 1998 and leading up to 
10 December, the 50th anniversary 
of the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights , gender-based vio
lence was the subject of keen interna
tional debate. 

Sex and childbearing 
Violence against women takes many 
forms and can happen throughout a 
woman's life, even before she is 
born. No country is immune from 
this basic problem. In some coun
tries , pregnant women who are under 
pressure to have sons commonly 

abort girl foetuses. In others, mid
wives bring a bucket of water when 
attending births, in case it is a girl. 
In the United Kingdom, one woman 
in ten is severely beaten by an inti
mate partner every year. Each year, 
10 OOO Nepali girls are sold into 
prostitution in neighbouring India. 
Under Pakistani law, a woman 
reporting a rape who is unable to 
prove the offence can be imprisoned 
for adultery. Millions of girls un
dergo genital mutilation every year, 
a dangerous and painful practice that 
can result in shock, infection or 
death. Rape of women and girls has 
been used as a weapon of war in the 
recent conflicts in Central Africa and 
the Balkans. 

Gender violence is closely tied to 
a woman's sexuality, fidelity, preg
nancy and childbearing. This is 
what makes it a reproductive health 
problem, as well as a physical and 
emotional one. Research shows that 
physical and sexual abuse can be 
important factors in teenage preg
nancy, and in the spread of sexually 
transmitted diseases, including 
HIV/AIDS. Violence can also lead 
to unwanted pregnancies, pregnancy 
complications, miscarriages, low
birth-weight babies and maternal 
deaths. 

Pregnancy is a vulnerable time 
for women, but many surveys show 
that assaults against women actually 
escalate during and after pregnancy, 
or during arguments over family 
planning. This can cause miscar-

. riage, early labour and delivery of a 
premature or low-birth-weight 
infant. 

Studies in the United States show 
that 25% of battered women are 
struck during pregnancy. And a 
study in Santiago, Chile, revealed 

A girl refugee in Croatia remembers her war 
experience. Violence during armed conflicts 
often has life-long consequences for women, 
which ore linked to their sexuality and reproduc· 
live health. 
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that two out of five battered wives 
faced greater abuse while they were 
pregnant - a finding that "flies in the 
face of the myth in Chile that mater
nity is a time of special care and 
protection," according to psycholo
gist Soledad Larrain, who carried out 
the research. Mental, as well as 
physical, abuse can affect pregnancy 
outcomes. "If the stress and trauma 
of living in a violent neighbourhood 
can induce pregnancy complica
tions," says Lori Heise, of the Centre 
for Gender and Health Equity in 
Washington DC, "it is reasonable to 
assume that Living in the private hell 
of an abusive relationship could as 
well." 

Domestic violence also takes a 
terrible toll on women's sexual 
pleasure and self-esteem. Worse 
than the physical pain is the emo
tional anguish of being forced into 
sex. "I don't want to have relations 
with him because I don't enjoy it," 
says a Chilean woman of her hus
band. "I don't feel anything. With 
the insults and blows, how could I?" 
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Mother ond child in Combodio. Violence 
ogoinst women not only threatens their own 
health, but also the health of their family. 
Photo WHO/ UNICEF/ ). Isaac 

In cultures where there is a strong 
preference for sons, some women are 
beaten when only daughters are born 
(even though sex is determined by 
the male sperm). A village woman 
from Veracruz State in Mexico told 
researchers: "My husband was very 
angry with me because I had only 
given birth to three girls. Five 
months after the last birth, he beat me 
violently and told me that he was 
going to kill me. He threw me on the 
ground and kicked me for having had 
another girl and said he was going to 
give her away." 

Zero tolerance 
However, the tide could at last be 
turning as women around the world 
challenge their society's tolerance of 
wife-beating and other forms of 
gender-based violence. Getting these 
intimate issues into the public arena 
is the objective of the Zero Tolerance 
Trust based in Edinburgh, Scotland. 
The Trust's most effective campaign 
message, stated on posters around the 
country, is simple but potent: "No 
Man Has The Right." T-shirts, 
postcards and leaflets help to drive 

home the idea of "Zero Tolerance" 
for all forms of violence against 
women. One recent incident illus
trates the kind of impact their work 
can have. In March, when a cam
paign was launched on the Channel 
Island of Jersey to raise awareness 
about domestic. violence, using a 
painted bus as a mobile headquarters, 
a woman came forward to tell her 
story. "I am a victim of domestic 
violence and I want to be the first on 
that bus," she said. She later de
scribed how she felt ten feet tall after 
being able, for the first time, to speak 
out about her experiences. 

When democracy was restored in 
Chile in 1990, a National Women's 
Service called SERNAM was set up 
to tackle domestic violence. The 
phone lines to the family violence 
hotline never stop ringing, and the 
police force has been "sensitized" to 
handling domestic violence cases. 
The number of complaints has sky
rocketed since an Intra-Family 
Violence law (VIF) was introduced 
in 1994. It was widely seen as a 
massive communication success. 
"Just leaving a VIF brochure on the 
night table can have a dissuasive 
effect," says lawyer Luz Rio Seco, 
of Santiago's Women's Institute. 

In Zimbabwe, a four-bedroom 
house in a Harare suburb has become 
the secret destination for women and 
children fleeing domestic violence. 
The Musasa project, the country's 
first such refuge, provides coun
selling and documents the scale of the 
problem by carrying out surveys of 
abuse among local women. Over 
25% of married women surveyed 
reported that they had been beaten by 
their husbands; many had endured 
this for over ten years before seeking 
help. 

Musasa has made a real impact, 
especially through the media, says 
Njovana, the project coordinator. "At 
first the media thought we were there 
to create havoc in other people's 
homes. Journalists were very abusive 
towards women activists ... . But a 
newspaper recently wrote a very 
complimentary profile about me, and 
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Zimbabwean television is making a 
series about domestic violence." The 
group also lobbies the government to 
enforce new laws and to recognize 
marital rape as a crime. 

Fighting back 
An historic case in China last year 
resulted in a young woman success
fully suing her abusive husband. She 
had been so badly kicked and hit that 
she had to spend ten days in hospital. 
In court, her husband claimed that 
wife-beating was a private matter, 
but the judge ruled against him. The 
case provoked intense debate in 
China and provides a precedent for 
similar cases in future . 

In Kenya as well, a Masai 
woman has defied cultural tradition 
and taken her husband to court for 
violence. Agnes Siviankoi, who 
endured 13 years of abuse, says: "I 
have done the unthinkable in my 
community. I am fighting for the 
rights of Masai women who will 
know now what steps to take." 
According to Millie Odhiambo of 
the International Federation of 
Women Lawyers (FIDA), who are 
fighting to criminalize wife-beating, 
the case is unprecedented. She 
comments: "Most cases go no fur
ther than the police station, where 
you are prevailed upon by your 
family, your community and your 
social and economic standing to 
drop the accusation ." • 

The intimate enemy. gender violence 
and reproductive health is available 
from the Panos Institute, for £5. It can 
al so be found on Panos's website 
http :/ / www.oneworld .org / panos. 
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