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This article is written for the upcoming International 

Day for the Elimination of Violence Against Women 

on November 25th, as designated by the United 

Nations General Assembly.  

The recent release of the film Suffragette highlighted 

what determination and confidence can achieve. In 

the early 1900’s, relatively small group of women 

fought a fundamental inequality, that of women’s lack of voting rights.  

To confront and highlight the injustice, a group of women rebelled, took militant action, and stood 

firm against the establishment. They finally won their battle with the passage of time; it was not 

until the Representation of the People Act in 1928, which gave women the right to vote at the age of 

21, the same as men. 

The suffragette movement demonstrated steadfastness in adversity as their progress was thwarted 

in every which way, yet they persevered until they had was a positive outcome.  

The suffragettes won a fight based on their human rights, yet their achievements pale into 

insignificance when compared to the trampling of human rights that occurs globally in the treatment 

of women across the globe; particularly violence against women, or VAW. 

The scale of the abuse of human rights in this context is massive, and the statistics are daunting. 

As many as one in every three women has been beaten or sexually or mentally abused, often by 

someone she is acquainted with, including her husband or another male family member. 

UN data from 2013 suggests a pandemic 

global challenge: 

 35 per cent of women worldwide 

have experienced either physical 

and/or sexual intimate partner 

violence or non-partner sexual 

violence.  

 Some national studies show that up 

to 70 per cent of women have 

experienced physical and/or sexual 

violence in their lifetime from an 

intimate partner. 

 Over 64,000,000 girls worldwide are 

child brides. In South Asia, 46 per 

cent of women aged 20–24 reported 

marrying before age 18. In West and 



Central Africa, 41 per cent reported that they married before the age of 18. 

 Women and girls represent 55 per cent of the estimated 20.9 million victims of forced labour 

worldwide, and 98 per cent of the estimated 4.5 million forced into sexual exploitation.  

 An estimated 125 million women and girls living today have undergone female genital 

mutilation/cutting in the 29 countries where data exists. 

Developed or Undeveloped—It Doesn’t Matter 

The shocking fact is that these patterns aren’t even confined to developing nations with low per 

capita and education attainment. This is happening in developed nations as well!  

A 2012 EU study showed one in three women report physical or sexual abuse with the largest 

number of victims in Denmark! The dataset was based on interviews with 42,000 women across 28 

EU member states, which found widespread abuse across the EU.  

Key findings include: 

 One in 10 women has experienced some form of sexual violence since the age of 15, while 

one in 20 has been raped.  

 Most violence was by a current or former partner, with 22% of women in relationships 

reporting partner abuse.  

 Only 14% of women reported their most serious incident of partner violence to the police. 

 



UK 

In the UK, police records show 145,000 abuse cases in London alone, whilst rape cases were up 20 

percent from the previous year. 9 out of 10 victims were women. In higher education, a third of 

female students have suffered sexual abused or unwanted conduct at universities; however almost 

half these women did not report their abuse. 6 in 10 male victims also remained silent.  

The violence isn’t even contained within the adult population; according to UK police, there has 

been a rise in child sexual abuse incidents from 66,120 in 2012 to a projected 113,291 cases in 

2015.  

USA 

In the USA, one in four women will suffer some form of domestic violence during their lifetime. In 

one recent case, a man killed six people and injured 14 others at the University of California, Santa 

Barbara campus in May 2014. He said he wanted to punish women for rejecting him. 

Central and South America 

The UN High Commissioner for Refugees, said that many women are trying to escape from El 

Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, and certain parts of Mexico, as detailed in the report Women on the 

Run, published in October, 2015.  

Even the recent migration of refugees moving towards Europe has highlighted sexual abuse towards 

refugee women. UNHCR (Oct 2015) has credible evidence from testimony of instances of women 

and children engaging in survival sex to pay smugglers to continue their journey.  

Middle East 

The barbarity of ISIS in the treatment of women has become well publicized. Even the leader of the 

Islamic State kept a 26-year-old American woman named Kayla Mueller as a hostage, raped her 

repeatedly, and later killed her.  

ISIS tries to legitimise the cruelty, especially the sexual slavery of Yazidi women. Islamic State 

fighters are told that Islam permits them to rape unbelievers. These men trade, barter, and sell 

young girls and women in a slave market. They pray before and after committing a rape.  

These victims are often young girls used as rewards and claimed as trophies; one cannot even 

imagine the traumatic experience these girls and women suffer. Over 5000 Yazidis were abducted 

last year, the Islamic State has even established an infrastructure to manage this sex slavery.  

Africa 

In Nigeria, Boko Haram abducted more than 200 girls from their school in April 2014. They stated 

that the girls would be slaves and that women captured in conflict are considered their property. Up 

to 500,000 women were raped during the Rwandan genocide, 64,000 in Sierra Leone and 4,500 in 

one province in Congo in six months alone. In Uganda, 8 in every 100 students aged 16-17 had been 

coerced into sex with their teachers. 

India 



According to India’s National Crime Records Bureau, in 2012, a woman died every hour concerning a 

dispute over a dowry. Half a million fewer female babies are born in India due to the practice of 'sex-

selective abortion'. In fact, India has one of the widest gender gaps in in world. 

A Cultural Threat 

Sadly, there also communities and countries that insist that cultural or religious norms supersede 

any international human rights. What hope is there when the community and the state will not 

defend the right of half of their citizens to dignity and safety?  

It is beyond belief that in this context, the 

entire female gender is treated as a 

commodity for sexual gratification. These 

perpetrators will not even acknowledge 

that their victims are daughters, sisters 

and mothers with lives, connections, and 

their own value in society. The men 

blame the victims for the situation or use 

religious or cultural norms to justify their 

sordid actions. An article called, “Violence 

Against Women in the Name of Culture, 

Religion, and Tradition,” (Shaina Greiff, 

2010), provides deep insight into the link 

between VAW and culture/religion. 

One could go on and on detailing violence 

against women all over the globe. It’s a 

reminder that abuse does not just happen 

in other counties, but at your doorstep.   

Wider scope 

State or community sanctioned violence is not only sexual, but includes: 

 Honour Killings – The feelings of the family take precedence over the human rights of 

victim. Family members have to obey a certain ideology or else they are considered as 

bringing shame to the family, so they are killed.  

Pakistan has one of the highest rates of honour killings in the world, although the violence 

in this context is equally applied to men and women. Not entirely within the Islamic context, 

other countries in Europe and Africa use Honour Killings. UN data shows around 5000 

women and girls per year are victims.     

 Female Genital Mutilation (FGM) – The partial or total removal of the external female 

genital organs, which is mostly a cultural practice to modify and control women’s sexuality. 

Report by UNICEF 2013 states more than 125 million girls and women alive today in 29 

countries in Africa and the Middle East have undergone some form of FGM and thirty 

million more are at risk over the next ten years 

Culturally justified VAW is generally considered to 

fall under the domain of the private sphere, i.e. in 

the family as well as in the community. But, as 

Cockburn (2004) and Moser (2001) state, gender-

based violence is a continuum; violence that starts in 

the home is spread and connected to violence 

permeating the street, community, country, and 

across continents.  

These spaces are inextricably linked, meaning that 

one cannot discount the role of the community or 

state in violence that occurs in the home. It is the 

culture of impunity for acts of VAW that must be 

addressed. 



 Stoning/Flogging – This is often a state-sanctioned element of Shari'a law. In a patriarchal 

context, women are more likely to be victims, especially in cases of adultery.  

 Forced Marriages – Women or girls have no right or say on the issue of who they marry. 

They are forced into other households as commodities, which is another example of men 

exercising control and dominance over women.  

Other forms of physical abuse and physiological abuse include: 

Physical Abuse Physiological 
Marital rape Neglect 
Acid throwing Supremacy 
Breast ironing Verbal Abuse  
Femicide Emotional  
Prenatal sex selection Belief - Spiritual 
Female infanticide Cultural  
Dowry-related violence Blackmail  

 

Abuse Outcomes 
HIV/Aids 
Depression 
Post-traumatic stress disorder 
Suicide attempts 
Sexual and reproductive health problems 
Anxiety 
Mental Illness 

 

Ready to Fight? 

This is just a brief overview of the scope of this massive global problem, but don’t lose sight of the 

individual suffering of each one of these women and girls in their situation. Each of their stories is 

unique, and each of their lives matter. 

All of this begs the question: is it safe for women anywhere? 

Are their physical and mental states protected anywhere? As their human rights are being eroded in 

a highly gender-segregated society globally, clearly we have a pandemic on our hands.  

Where is the suffragette equivalent for VAW? 

What Will It Take? 

Preventing violence means tackling the underlying causes with a multitude of challenges. 

Misogynistic attitudes will not change overnight. Patriarchy as the social norm is inherent in many 

societies, with male-centric attitudes cascading down from generation to generation. Male privilege 

is often seen as an entitlement and enshrined into the fabric of the prevailing culture, the legal 

system and the social infrastructure.  

The human rights of abused women are not something that apply elsewhere; they start in the home. 

They begin with a core of human dignity, a fundamental right of any individual regardless of 



prevailing culture. Although this concept starts in the home, it must spread far beyond our homes 

and be championed by both men and women within the wider society. 

Why is there a deafening silence from men on this issue? Yes, there are small bands of men who 

are fighting the VAW challenge, but not yet enough of them to form a critical mass.  

Are men challenging their colleagues, male family members, and friends when they suspect abuse? 

Alternatively, are they perpetuating the issue themselves?. Is it not men who have to confront the 

issues and develop effective interventions? In a patriarchal society, men hold the authority and have 

the power to change the system. Sadly often female victims are blamed by the male perpetrators for 

the violence perpetuated upon them.  An easy opt-out for men, especially when the woman agrees 

that she deserves the beating for maybe refusing sex or performing a domestic chore. This attitude 

maybe accepted in certain societies but still not acceptable in terms of the human rights of the 

abused. 

Rise Up 

It’s time for brave women and men across the world to demand change. Yes, there will be setbacks. 

The battle may be long and hard. But surely we can create change for half of the world’s population 

to live with the fundamental dignity that their lives matter and that they are more than sexual 

property to be bought, sold, used, and abused.  

We can do this, and it’s time to commence the battle. 

 


