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GLOB*I, mALTH EQUTTY INTTTATTVE

The working ,ry* t * ffi fu and Halth Equiff' arise fro1 two workshops bold at the

Ilartrad Center ior'Popirtatiorand Developmeot Studies b 1997 and 1998. The worlshorps were organized

aspart ofthe Global ffeafrtfquityfnitiative t#0,*eompreheirsive project onhealth equity fimdedinpart
by &e Rockefeller Foundation md the Sweffih Inematimal Developrnant Agency. The GHEI is an

int€rdisciplinary project rhat combines cmce,pnral work on bealft equity with country-case sArdies. Other

conceptual working goups, simila to fte G€nd€r md Eealth Equity project, re focussing on ctoss-cutting

iszues like "measure,rne, t'', "etHcs', alrd *social dcffiEinants". Some of the working papers within this

series on Gender and Healft fquity will rypca jointly in a rylume editcd by Gita Sen, Piroska Ostlin and

Asha George. il
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ABSTRACT

This paper starts with a broad definition of violence against women and the different forms it takes, and
then focuses on domestic and sexual violence in particular. It provides an overview of the magniarde of
domestic and sexual violence against women and of its various consequences including those involving
hcalth for women and their children. It looks at the causes of violence, highiighting the links between
violence against women and the cultr:ral and social norms arormd ge,nder, and other inequities, which
pcrpetuate or exacerbate this violence. The paper suggests how a gander analysis may be useful to the

violeirce field more broadly, and not just to violence against women. It discusses some of the limitations
of crrrelrt responses and makes recommendations for policy and programs. Finally it looks at some

fiIsrt'nas or areas of contoversy and identifies areas for filther work.
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"..-wbmen witt not be free from violcnce until there is equality, and equality cannot be achioed until the
u 

"- ,.,,

,' Canadian Panel on l/iolqrceAgafustWomen, )b%
r'

l.INTRODUCTION

Viotence is a widespread3n&g5gwing problern in practically all societies. It takes many forms, and
, ,.'":t

occurs in aU settiqgs, a! worlc jn& hom"; * the steets and the conrmr:nity at large. It affects both males and

fernales of all ages, particularly yomg peoplq-f,Iowever there are important differences between women and

men in the forms, the natr:re and the consequences of violence. Most violence is perpefated by men,

whatever the sex and age of the victim. Most iignificant is the fact that women and guis experiorce viole,lrce

primarity at the hands of me,lr they know and within the so-calied'safe hav€n' of the home and family. The

response of society to the different forms of violence also di#€rs While street violence is considered a crime

by everyone and sate intenrention is seen as legitimate"Jalrst governmenB have been hesitant when it comes

to acting, and ewn legislating, against domestic violence. Because it bappens in v/hat 
is 

often considered the

'private sphere' pf the home, it is harder to docr:me,nt and to prevent and easier to ignore.*

Twenty years of activism on violence by lvomen's organisations is siowly changrng this- kr particular

tlre last five years have seen a growing recognition of violence against wome,n as a legitimate concem. It haq

become part of the international agenda: initiaily as a women's human rights issue at the Worid Conference

on Human Rights in Vienna (1993), and as it related to sexual and reproductive health at the International

Conference on population and Developrnent in Cairo (1994). The Pladorm for Action of the Fourth Worid

Conference on Women in Beijing (1995) dedicated a whole chapter to violence against womsn with a

nr:rnber of recomnendations for governments, non-govemmental and multilateral organisations. More

recently violence against women has also begr:n to receive attention as a public heaith issue, and has been

taken up by internationai organisations such as the World Banlq the World Health Organization (WHO), and

UNFPAT among others.

Violence against women is a complex and multidimensional problem. There are factors at the

individual, household and societal level that put women at risk or alternatively rnay help to reduce the risk of

violence. It is embedded within social and cuitr:ral norns that perpetuate inequaiity betrveen women and

men, and condone or ever encourage discrimination against women, including the chastisernent of women by

men and others. Domestic vioience in particular is the epitome of unequal power relationships between

women and mer1. The Canadian Panel on Violence Against Women states in the introduction to its report

that ,,It is abundantly and indispttably clear that women will not be free from violence until there is


