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Women and Violence

Women who are aware of their legal
rights, and who reject the socially accepted
norms to be subordinate and compliant
to seek legal redress in disputes relating
to property, are inclined to accept violence
agaipst themselves as something personal
and as men’s right. This was revealed
in a study carricd out by CENWCLR
recently in a village off Kalutara Moral
attitudes oppose any form of violence.
Women supposedly have a higher status
and are treated with respect Yet gender
based violence existed and exists in the
Sri Lanka society, as women are exposed
‘to violence because they are women.

Domestic violence, physical abuse,
sexual harassment at the workplace, on
public streets, rape, abduction are some
of the common forms of violence direct—
ed at women Prostitution and traffick-
ing in women carry their own forms of
trauma, while women have even become
victims of ritualistic practices as reported
n a news item titled ‘Women  bashed
to death by kapuwa in a bid to drive
out the devil>. The current wave of
violence in the country has also brought
in its wake new forms of violence and
suifering to women.

The law is ambivalent with regard
to women who are victims of domestic
violznce or gender based crimes  While
some of a family laws are rigidly par-
triarchal, others are supportive of a wo-
man’s right to seek protection, equity
and justice. The family law seeks to pro-
tect women from parental women from
parental or marital authority in the limited
areas in which these concepts are re-
cognised. ;

But thelaw of torts and criminal law
are less supportive of women than the
family law At these reflect the patriachal
values of the Romam - Duich law par-
ticularly in relation to sexual violence.
The legsl protection of women workers
also ultimately depends on the criminal
jaw altho: gh the employment law provides
limited legal relief This is clearly seen
in relation on sexual and other forms of
violence used on domestic servants and
factory workers.

While the law provides limited relief
to women who ag: victims of violence
and which can act as a daterrent, what
idealogical biases subject women fo gender
based violence?.

The study sought to assess a series
of responses of a group of rural women
to situations of contlict which disrupted
social relations resulting ‘n violence against
themselves and in the conmunity. The
study was confined to ob airing the per-
ceptions of women to virious scenarios
of violent behaviour. A mijor intention
of the study was to identity the values
that the social group endor es and identity
the ways that women have of perceiving
and judging life sitaations.

The study was relatively isolated from
urban centres. The men were primarily
engaged in agricultural persuits while the
women were involved with domestic &:tivi-
ties. Educational levels of both m¢m and
women were relatively low aud the villages
would fall into the lower middle class in
society -

While norms and values  governed
their relationships with each other, and
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in the community, they were all aware
of the legal rightss and obligations in
daly life. But there ware sign ficant varia-
tions in their pezrceptions of dealing with
individual problems and with those pro-
blems arising in the community While
violence in the family was something to
be resolved without outside interference,
in the case of outsiders wo nen were pre-
pared to back up their beliefs by seeking
formal sanctions.

Intorxication was considered to be
one of the main reasons for men to
engage in behaviour considered harmful
to womea While childrea were abused
as a result ot alcoholism there was Do
physical harm caused to them unlike in
the case of women

The women who were assauted seemed
to accepr the situation They felt that
the men beat them because they were at
fault. Perhaps they had no patience or
they did not perform their wifcly duties
to the satisfaction of the spouse thus as-
sault was justified. The women did not
question the man’s right to assult them.
There was no question of police inter-
vention but they wouid put up with the
situation A tcw mentioned that if violence

became unbg:arable they would commit
sucide.
However these perceptions changed

when the victim was not Fkerself or her
daughter 1n such cases some felt that
the ‘police should be contacted While the

respondents were inclined to accept viole-
nce against themselves: as something per-
sonal and refuse to see themselves as
victims, rape and abduction were perceived
ditferently. lhese acts of violence called
for formal as well as intormal sanctions.
A tew would have the daughter married
to the person who commuitted the crime,
retlecting the high value placed on virgi-
nity.

The study concludes that women
perceive wife beating as an acceptable
solution to marital dsputes whether viole-
nce occurs in the privacy of the home or
outside The process of socialisation as
subordinate to man leaves her no choice
but to be a victim of domsstic violence.
The womes did not attempt to question
why such violence exists. and why they
should conform to customary rules of
behaviour,

The findings of this field study indi-
cate that rural women are reluctant to go
against accepted rules of conduct and
act against custom and tradition. More
research is theretore necded to find a
support system that can help women
realise the detrimental effects of violence
on them. ’

From the legal point of view eftorts
are nccessary to strip.  the hw  of its
heritage of outmoded values and evolve
values that would enable womea to
abtain equitable relief and justice through
the legal system.

' Curtesy — Sthree Prabodia
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