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Executive Summary 
 The Universal Declaration of Human Rights, adopted by the United 

Nations General Assembly in 1948 states that all human beings are “born free 

and equal in dignity and rights” and that no human being “shall be subjected to 

torture or cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment...”1 While it is true that there are 

many examples all over the globe where a person’s dignity is compromised and 

they are treated inhumanely, women, have most frequently been subject to these 

dealings. Their lower social, political, and economic status compared to men 

contribute to their vulnerability of violations against their human rights. The 

United Nations Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 

against Women (CEDAW), adopted in1979, explicitly outlines women’s rights 

and defines what constitutes violence against women. Both UN documents affirm 

human rights and equality regardless of gender. Unfortunately, women are often 

chosen as targets for torture and abuse simply because of the gender assigned.  

In the patriarchal societies of Africa, a woman’s inequalities are more obvious.2  

In the East African countries of Kenya, Uganda, and Tanzania, being a 

woman correlates with unequal access to income, physical assets, education, 

and lack of negotiating power in relationships.  One result of this is that violence 

against women (VAW) occurs in high proportions.  This report provides 

background information and/or contextual framework for the forthcoming field 

study report by the We Can Alliance with the support of Oxfam GB. The report 

                                                
1 United Nations, 1948. 
2 Garbus, 2003. 
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indicates that in all three countries studied, VAW is a social problem of major 

concern with serious negative consequences that needs to be addressed.   

It is important to note that violence against women takes many forms, 

including emotional, physical, sexual and economic.  It is also important to note 

that violence against women is different from other types of violence.  One 

example of this is that men are more likely to be injured or killed by a stranger, 

while women are at a higher risk of injury and death by people they know or have 

a relationship with.  For the purposes of this paper we will be using the definition 

of VAW proposed by the United Nations, but our focus is primarily on violence 

with an intimate partner (and close family relatives—e.g., in-laws), which we refer 

to frequently as domestic violence.   

United Nations defines the term “Violence Against Women” as an act of 

violence that results in, or is likely to result in, physical, sexual, or psychological 

harm or suffering to women, including threats of such acts, coercion, or arbitrary 

deprivation of liberty, whether occurring in public or private life.3  Accordingly, 

violence against women encompasses—but is not limited to—the following: 

a). Physical, sexual, and psychological violence occurring in the family, 

including battering, sexual abuse of the girl-child in the household, dowry-

related violence, marital rape, female genital mutilation and other 

traditional practices harmful to women, non-spousal violence and violence 

related to exploitation; 

b). Physical, sexual, and psychological violence occurring within the 

general community, including rape, sexual abuse, and sexual harassment 
                                                
3 United Nations,1993. 
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and intimidation at work, in educational institutions and elsewhere, 

trafficking in women and forced prostitution; 

c). Physical, sexual, and psychological violence perpetrated or condoned 

by the State, wherever it occurs. 

As revealed throughout this report, VAW is among the most unrecognized 

human rights violation that puts both the individual woman and entire societies at 

a deficit.  The consequences for women include harm to their physical,  

emotional and reproductive health, loss of self-esteem and increased risk for a 

score of other negative outcomes, including sexually transmitted infections 

(STIs), HIV/AIDS, and death.  

This report discusses the problem of VAW in Kenya, Uganda, and 

Tanzania.  These East African countries have their own histories, cultures, and 

policies, but they hold similar views of a woman’s role (and place) in society.  The 

views held of women and the traditional cultural practices contribute to the 

magnitude of the problem of VAW in these countries.  For example, the literature 

review points to a prevalent view within law enforcement (including some 

segments of the police)—across all the three countries—that domestic violence 

is a private concern that should not involve the state. Moreover, even in 

instances where women file charges related to violence, the majority of them 

ultimately withdraw their complaints to allow their partners to return home and 

provide for the family.  Often this results in further violence. Indeed, because 

violence against women—in one form or another—is socially tolerated and/or 
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accepted by most people—not just the men—there are many obstacles to 

protecting women from violence.   

It is a fact that many of the women at greatest risk of violence live in 

poverty, but it is important to remember that poverty is not what puts a woman at 

risk.  She is at risk because she is female and the cultural and traditional 

environment is hostile towards women regardless of income. The myriad of 

literature presented in this report overwhelmingly points to the view that changing 

the cultural and traditional environment—though seemingly a daunting task—is 

what is required to make each place healthier in which girls will develop safely 

and women can live without fear.  For example, one obstacle discussed in this 

report is the cultural and traditional practice of paying bride-price—where a man 

pays the family of a woman (or girl) in order to take her as his wife.  This 

practice—which cuts across all the three countries presented in this report—is in 

direct opposition to the numerous international instruments regarding human 

rights.  When a price is paid for a person, that individual is then treated like a 

good owned by the buyer to do with what they please.  The bride is not equal to 

her groom.  Instead she is possessed by him and at the mercy of his treatment. 

Moreover, a lack of value placed on educating girls, the extremely biased 

economic institutional frameworks in favor of men, and the overall inferior view of 

girls and women contributes to gender based violence and the lack of protection 

women receive.  

The urgent need for government and non-governmental organizations to 

intervene and address the pervasive problem of VAW is highlighted throughout 
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this report. Beyond advocating for institutional and legislative changes, society 

should be prepared to accept and abide by the laws protecting all women. We 

specifically need an intervention that focuses on community responsibility, 

explicitly focusing on public opinion, including addressing the traditional African 

cultural beliefs, traditions, attitudes, stereotypes and norms (including customary 

laws), which seem to have been specifically tailored against women. To cite a 

Ugandan Member of Parliament: “negative cultural practices that subdue women 

should be outlawed…violence against women is perpetuated by negative 

traditions that demean women such as wife inheritance, paying bride-price, 

female genital mutilation, marital rape and sexual cleansing…For us to make 

good laws that enforce the rights of women, we need to revisit and address the 

negative traditional practices against women.”4  Indeed, these unfortunate 

cultural beliefs and practices are deeply entrenched in the socio-economic, 

political and legal structures of African society—creating a phenomenon that 

perpetuates VAW.  Moreover, in the countries covered in this report, women are 

not equally involved in government or policy making.   

The conclusions drawn in the report are not meant to imply and/or suggest 

that there is one single intervention (or “magic bullet”) that would lead to the 

desired change overnight. Change would take time. Culture is inherently difficult 

to change in a short time frame, however abominable it may be.  The explicit 

argument advanced, however, is that all sections of society—including women, 

men, the young, the old, governments, local and international organizations need 

to continue designing and advocating for the implementation of interventions that 
                                                
4 The New Vision, September 28, 2007 
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would alter the existing legacy of African cultures that perpetuate VAW. To use 

Purna Sen’s words, “culture should not be seen as limiting discussion of, action 

against, or opposition to violence. It cannot be used to justify non-intervention. 

Culture also does not define whether or not violence against women is accepted 

or unacceptable, just as culture does not determine whether or not economic 

exploitation, absolute poverty, or high infant mortality should be accepted. All 

violence must be seen as unacceptable.”5 

 

 

                                                
5 Sen, P. (1998). Development practice and violence against women. Gender and Development, 
6(3), 7-15. 
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CHAPTER 1. KENYA 
 

I. Introduction 
 
Violence against women (VAW) in Kenya comes in various forms, occurs 

in all communities, and remains an issue of great concern.6 It is a problem not 
just for the victims and survivors of the crime, but for Kenyan society as a whole.  
VAW are crimes in need of a larger scale response because they have been 
steadily increasing over the years.  According to Kenyan Police statistics, rape 
was one of the most prevalent crimes in the year 2005.7 The Chambers of 
Justice and Care Kenya, in a joint report, recently showed further evidence of 
escalating violence towards females. Reported cases of rape have gone up by 
fifty percent over the last seven years (from 1,675 cases in 2000 to 3,509 in 
2007), while cases of assault and battery against women rose from 6,255 to 
9,169 cases during the same period.8 It is not clear if the reported increases are 
an actual reflection of increased prevalence and incidence rates or simply a 
result of heightened awareness and knowledge on VAW and the ongoing reforms 
in the legal and policy frameworks. What is evident is that the numbers 
themselves reflect an unacceptable phenomenon that deserves immediate 
attention.  

 
In Kenya, almost half of the women, regardless of status or ethnicity report 

experiencing physical, verbal/psychological or sexual violence. The Kenya 
Demographic and Health Survey (KDHS) surveyed a nationally representative 
sample of 9,000 households in 2003 and found that 49% of Kenyan women 
reported experiencing some form of violence, and one in four (25%) had 
experienced violence in the last 12 months.9 Eighty-three percent of women and 
girls experienced physical violence in childhood and 46% reported one or more 
episodes of sexual abuse in childhood.10 One of the only places a woman can go 
for help after surviving a violent incident, the Gender Violence Recovery Centre 
(GVRC) at the Nairobi Women’s Hospital (NWH) receives an average of 18 
sexual violence cases per day.11  

 
A lack of reliable data on VAW exists.  A survey carried out by Population 

Africa estimate that an average of 16,482 rape incidents occur in Kenya each 
year.12 This number is almost five times greater than the total number of cases 

                                                
6 Gender Equality and Development Sessional Paper 5 of 2005, p17 
7 The Standard Newspaper, 5th February 2007, Rape still tops the crime list, p11 
8 The Standard Newspaper, 31st July, 2007, Rape cases rise by 50pc, p6 
9 2003 Kenya Demographic and Health Survey 
10 Population Communication Africa, National Council of Women in Kenya with Ford Foundation 
and CIDA/GESP, 2002, Violence and Abuse of Women and Girls in Kenya,  p12-13 
11 UNAIDS, June 2006, Violence Against Women and Girls in the Era of HIV and Aids, p6 
12 Wainanina, Beatrice W, Saturday Nation, 21st July 2007, Rape must end, p13 
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reported.  The high percent of unreported cases is partly a consequence of the 
culture of silence surrounding VAW.  According to the UNAIDS’ report, over 60% 
of women who had experienced sexual violence did not report the event to 
anyone and only 12% reported the abuse to a person in a position of authority.13  
As stated above, the number of reports is increasing, possibly due to greater 
recognition of VAW as a social problem. In 2003, the Kenya Demographic and 
Health Survey (KDHS) for the first time in its history included questions on 
domestic violence, possibly indicating that the government is interested in 
learning more about the prevalence of VAW.14 In addition, articles on VAW are 
appearing in the media on a regular basis, which could indicate a greater 
awareness both by the press and the general public that VAW is a problem that 
requires concerted efforts to address. For example, some of the recent reported 
stories on VAW include: 

 
• Sunday Nation Newspaper of June 17, 2007 in which a third year student 

at the University of Nairobi was raped and killed just a hundred and fifty 
meters away from the Kenyatta University Ruiru campus.15 

• In another reported instance, a man was charged in an Eldoret court with 
raping his teenage daughter and causing her grievous harm.16 

• The Daily Nation newspaper reported a police man shot and killed his wife 
after a six year marriage described to have “constant domestic 
wrangles.”17   

  
Admittedly, reporting recent incidents can help draw attention to VAW 

however, the way in which women are portrayed and the language used to 
describe those involved are important things to note.  Media attention on the 
sentencing of men who committed violent acts against women would prove to be 
a more powerful indicator of greater recognition of VAW as a crime than simply 
narrating the act itself. 
   

While VAW happens everywhere, most cases of VAW happen within the 
home. Research carried out in 2002 on service providers’ response to VAW in 
Nairobi revealed that women suffer more in domestic fights with their spouses 
than in any other circumstance. Ninety five percent of domestic violence cases 
are of violence directed to women by their husbands or live-in partners.18 These 
cases account for almost half (48.8%) of all violations reported to the police and 
provincial administration in Nairobi.19 Most common intimate partner violence 

                                                                                                                                            
 
13 UNAIDS, June 2006, Violence Against Women and Girls in the Era of HIV and AIDS, p6 
14 Ibid 
15 The Sunday Nation Newspaper, 17th June 2007, Varsity student raped and killed near campus, 
p3 
16 The Sunday Nation Newspaper, 10th June ,2007, Father denies raping his teenage daughter, 
p8 
17 Daily Nation newspaper, 27th Juy 2007, Tragic end to an abusive marriage, p3 
18 COVAW, 2003, Breaking the cycle of violence against women, p7 
19 COVAW, 2002, In Pursuit of Justice, p29 
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includes slapping/arm twisting and marital rape.20 Indeed, in the current era of 
HIV/AIDS, marital rape poses a huge threat to women’s health because women 
cannot negotiate the use of a condom during a sex act that happens without their 
consent. 
 

II. Socio-economic Context 
 

A relationship between a woman’s background and risk of VAW exists.  
There are a number of socio-economic risk factors associated with the likelihood 
of a woman experiencing some form of violence. These include age, marital 
status, education, employment status, environment, number of children and 
wealth levels. For example, according to the 2003 KDHS: 
 

• Over half of all women in their 30s have experienced violence since age 
15. The experience of spousal violence rises with age. 

• Risk differs with age and timeframe within which violence occurs. The 20-
29 age group ranks highest among the groups for risk of experiencing 
violence, while 30-49 years report the highest rate of violence within the 
last 12 months.  

• Sixty four percent of divorced or separated women have experienced 
violence since age fifteen compared to 53% of the currently married and 
30% of those widowed. Forty percent of the never married women have 
experienced physical violence since age 15. Women married more than 
once or divorced are more likely to suffer violence early in their marriages. 

• Recent violence is more prevalent in rural settings but there is no notable 
differential proportion of long term violence in both rural and urban 
settings. 

• Women who are less educated and are not employed tend to experience 
more violence.  

• Main perpetrators of VAW are husbands and to a lesser extent, teachers, 
mothers and brothers. 

• Women who are newly married and those with no living children report 
less emotional, physical and sexual violence. Those with more than five 
children are more likely to suffer a combination of all three forms of 
violence. 

• Relatively wealthy women are less likely to experience violence from a 
spouse or partner 

• Women with no education are more likely to experience frequent spousal 
violence in comparison with those with secondary and higher education. 
Women with husbands who have attained some level of education are 
less likely to suffer violence than women whose husbands are less 
educated. 

                                                
20 KDHS, 2003 
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• VAW is over twice as likely to occur when a partner has consumed alcohol 
or other drugs. 

 
A recent report on VAW indicated that slums in urban centers register the 

highest rape prevalence. In the report, 80% of the reported cases were occurring 
in slums. The report attributed this to high levels of unemployment, drug abuse, 
and over-crowding.21  
 

III. Legal and Policy Context 
 

Legal Context 
 
At the international level, Kenya ratified the United Nations Convention on 

the Elimination of all forms of Discrimination against Women (UN CEDAW) in 
1984. The country also signed on to other international human rights instruments 
that implicitly prohibit VAW, including the United Nations Convention against 
Torture (UN CAT), International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), 
International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR). 
Further, Kenya supports the Universal Declaration on Human Rights (UDHR) and 
Declaration on the Elimination of Violence against Women (DEVAW).  
Regionally, Kenya is a signatory to the African Charter for Human and People’s 
Rights (ACHPR). These commitments obligate Kenya to safeguard women and 
girls from all forms of violence.  
 

The legal system in Kenya is dualist and thus requires the domestication 
of the above instruments into national legislation before they can be part of 
applicable law.22  Some aspects of the instruments have made it into the national 
legal system. In 2004, through an act of Parliament, Kenya established and 
launched the National Commission on Gender and Development. This is an 
oversight body whose role is to coordinate, implement and facilitate gender 
mainstreaming in national development and advise government on all gender 
issues.23 It essentially provides a platform to push for Kenya’s adherence to 
international obligations opposed to VAW.  

 
Although Chapter 5 of the Kenyan constitution outlaws discrimination 

based on sex, Kenyan women lack constitutional guarantees when it comes to 
issues of personal and customary law. The constitution allows for the use of 
Customary Law, which is visibly entrenched with gender biases, especially in the 
areas of succession, marriage, matrimonial property and child custody and 
maintenance. According to Lady Justice Martha Koome, the provision for 
application of Customary Law has elevated culture without defining what aspects 
                                                
21 The Standard Newspaper, 31st July 2007, Rape cases rise by 50pc, p6 
22 Houben, Nadja, 2003, Violence Against Women in Kenya, A shadow CEDAW Report, p7-8 
23 Gender Equality and Development, Sessional Paper of 2005, p36. 
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of culture are negative and repugnant to justice and morality; and judges or 
magistrates are left to subjectively decide what is considered positive culture.24 
Marriage and divorce are based on the different religions and cultures, and 
situations are further compounded by socio-cultural norms that favor men over 
women. It has been argued, thus, that the law allows and facilitates traditional 
discriminatory practices against women and consequently perpetuates VAW.25 
While the constitution refers to protection against torture and inhuman treatment, 
VAW is not explicitly provided for in the same constitution. 
 

Amnesty International, in a 2002 report, gave evidence of how the legal 
process results in many injustices when it comes to VAW. A victim of rape in 
Kenya is required to persuade the police and prosecuting authorities that they 
had actually been raped. The victim must prove that she did not consent to the 
act, or that she agreed through coercion. Amnesty, for example, quoted a case in 
Kiambu, central Kenya, in which a magistrate reportedly freed a church leader 
accused of defiling a six-year-old girl on the grounds that he was a "married man 
with children and, therefore, incapable of committing such an offence” 26 

 
In 1993, the Kenyan government established a taskforce to review the 

laws relating to women, with a view to prepare legislation designed to remove 
inequalities on the basis of gender. The taskforce report is yet to be fully 
implemented.27 There exists, however, a Marriage Bill, a Matrimonial Property 
Bill, and a Domestic Violence (Family Protection) Bill. These are all initiatives of 
human rights organizations, pending debate and enactment into law.    
 

The Penal Code has been used to guide criminal justice procedure for 
addressing most forms of VAW including assault, rape, incest, sexual 
harassment. Challenges posed by the Penal Code in dealing with cases of VAW 
include: 
 

• Description of sexual offences as offences against morality. 
• Narrow definitions of sexual violence that fail to adequately address 

emerging forms of violence such as gang rape and trafficking of women 
and girls for sexual exploitation. 

• Strict rules of evidence such as the requirement for the victim to have 
corroboration of evidence, resulting in the dismissal of cases based on 
lack of sufficient evidence.  

• Cumbersome, retrogressive and ineffective Medical Examination Report 
and trial process. The process for a successful case requires a victim to 
go to a hospital within 72 hours of the abuse, while evidence is still intact.  
Women also need to report to the police who issue a P3 form that has to 

                                                
24 The Saturday Nation, 14th April 2007, Judges says Kenyan laws unable to protect women, p8 
25 Kameri-Mbote, Patricia (2001), Violence Against Women in Kenya: An analysis of Law, Policy 
and Institutions, p9 
26  Amnesty International, 2002, Rape: The Invisible Crime, p17 
27 Gender Equality and Development, Sessional Paper no. 5 of 2005, p13 
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be filled out by the doctor to later be presented as part of the medical 
evidence in court. The form can only be filled out by gazetted officers who 
are limited in number and highly inaccessible to most Kenyan women. 
During the reporting, the victim typically encounters gender insensitive law 
enforcement officers. The trial process is long and the victims are forced 
to relive the abuse repeatedly, which some have described as a second 
rape. The situation has been made worse by the low rate of successful 
prosecutions, and the fact that the onus to navigate the process is on the 
victim. This process serves as a deterrent towards women seeking 
justice.28 

• Moreover, lack of minimum sentences allows some perpetrators of VAW 
to walk away with light sentences. 

 
There have been revisions to some aspects of the Penal Code in relation 

to VAW and specifically sexual violence. The revisions incorporated in the 
Criminal Law Amendment Act of 2001—and more recently in the comprehensive 
Sexual Offences Act which consolidates legislations on sexual offences—provide 
for stiffer penalties, minimum sentences, more broad and inclusive definitions, 
and outlines a more gender sensitive and comprehensive approach and 
response. However, still there is no law on marital rape. A proposed clause 
criminalizing marital rape in the Sexual Offences Bill was met with stiff 
competition from parliamentarians, religious leaders and a cross section of the 
public, leading to its removal. The Sexual Offences Act, though in its initial 
implementation stages, is currently in force and overrides the earlier provisions of 
the Penal Code on sexual offences. The Attorney General set up a one year task 
force with membership drawn from the public, private and civil sectors to prepare 
and recommend a national policy framework for the implementation and 
administration of the Sexual Offences Act.29 
 

Intimate Partner Violence prosecuted as assault, in spite of incidents 
occurring in high rates as previously mentioned. This law does not adequately 
address many aspects of domestic violence such as the emotional and 
psychological violence that occurs without leaving visible physical injury. 
Moreover, there is a widespread perception of domestic violence as a private, 
family affair, hence law enforcement officers are less willing to arrest perpetrators 
and charge them in court. In addition, only the police can prosecute. A senior 
deputy police commissioner was quoted saying, “domestic violence and gender 
issues are yet to receive adequate attention by the police…Violence against 
women is still considered a societal tradition.” 30 
 

                                                
28 COVAW, KAACR, The CRADLE and ICJ, 2005, State Violence in Kenya, An Alternative Report 
to the UN HRC, p70 
29 The Saturday Standard Newspaper, 17th March 2007, Wako sets up a task force to review 
Sexual Offences Act, p5. 
30 UNAIDS, 2006, Violence Against Women and Girls in Kenya I the Era of HIV and Aids, p21 
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The existing legal system in relation to VAW is such that the police receive 
complaints, investigate and prosecute.31 The Attorney General (AG) supports the 
police in prosecuting complaints, the judiciary dispenses justice based on the 
presentation of the cases and the Ministry of Health oversees the medical 
response to violence.32 There has been a concern that there is widespread lack 
of understanding and awareness on the legal procedures and provisions which 
hinders women from taking appropriate action.33  

 
Women have difficulties accessing both formal and informal justice, 

especially in the rural areas. Perpetrators of violence normally compromise or 
ignore the informal systems while formal systems such as the provincial 
administration, police and courts remain inaccessible because they are either too 
expensive, or are difficult to understand by many illiterate and/or less educated 
victims of VAW.34  Other times the perpetrator colludes with other men within the 
formal system to deny women justice. In a recent case, a rape suspect was 
released from custody by Administration Police (AP) even after the victim had 
positively identified him before the area chief and elders. Efforts by area Officer 
Commanding Police Station (OCS) to have the suspect charged were allegedly 
thwarted by the AP who had released the suspect.35 As a result of seeing the 
justice system not work in their favor, most women prefer arbitration through 
negotiation and compensation rather than negotiating a complicated legal 
system. Because members of the judiciary and law enforcement agents are not 
properly trained to deal with VAW, many victims settle for monetary 
compensation at the expense of seeking justice. 36,37 
 

The Police Department has made some efforts to react more appropriately 
to VAW. In response to rising incidences of rape and carjacking, the police 
department set up—in November 2005—a special police unit called “the Spider 
Squad.”38 The unit was initially impressive in carrying out its tasks but has since 
faded from public view and there is little evidence showing that it still operates.39  
The police also set up separate desks in several police stations manned by 
specially trained police officers to allow people to report gender based violence 
(GBV) in a more private, responsive environment—although such desks are yet 
to be extended throughout the country. Moreover, it is difficult to ascertain the 
number of already established and operational gender desks in police stations 
because in some cases they do not refer to physical desks but specific officers 
assigned to handle the cases.  

                                                
31 Ibid, p20-21 
32 Ibid 
33 Ibid 
34 COVAW, 2006, Community Advocacy on Violence Against Women, p6 
35 Saturday Nation Newspaper, 14th July 2007, AP releases man held for rape from custody, p7 
36 COVAW, 2002, In Pursuit of Justice, p29 
37 Houben, Nadja, 2003, Violence Against Women in Kenya, An alternative report on CEDAW 
38 COVAW, KAACR, The CRADLE and ICJ, 2005, State Violence in Kenya, An Alternative Report 
to the UN HRC, p70 
39 Ibid, p70 
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Policy Context 
 
Ongoing policy and legal processes developments include: 
 

• Development of a comprehensive GBV framework and National Action 
Plan for an integrated approach on GBV spearheaded by the National 
Commission on Gender and Development in collaboration with Civil 
Society Organizations (CSOs) and UN agencies. There exists a 
commonwealth framework on addressing GBV but this has never been 
implemented due to lack of funds and poor institutional support. 40 

• Establishment of family division courts throughout the country. 
• Gender sensitization for law enforcement agents and judiciary. During one 

such sensitivity training, 40 judges and magistrates were trained on skills 
needed to resolve cases of VAW in accordance with principles enshrined 
in the international and regional human rights treaties and how the 
international laws could be interpreted in local courts.41 

• Ratification of the protocol to the African Charter on Human and Peoples 
Rights on the rights of women in Africa. 

 

IV. Prevention and Protection 

Prevention 
 
Consequences of VAW range from physical, psychological/emotional and 

health. Some incidences have caused grievous body harm such as paralysis, 
disfigurement and disability. Others have been fatal resulting into death caused 
by, among others, suicide, murder, and HIV/AIDS. Other physical, health and 
psychological consequences include unwanted pregnancy, gynecological 
complications, STD, miscarriages, self injurious behaviors, depression, anxiety, 
fear, low self esteem, sexual dysfunction, eating disorders, post traumatic stress 
and obsessive compulsive disorders.42  

 
Almost all awareness campaigns and prevention programs on VAW in 

Kenya are largely implemented by non-governmental organizations (NGOs), 
specifically human rights and women rights organizations.43 This includes the 
annual 16 days of activism against gender violence campaign, St. Kizito 

                                                
40 UNAIDS, 2006, Violence Against Women an Girls in the Era of HIV and AIDS 
41 The Saturday Nation Newspaper, 14th April, 2007, Judges say laws unable to protect women, 
p8 
42 UNICEF, 2000, Innocenti Digest, No.6 Domestic Violence Against Women and Girls, p8 
43 Such organizations include: COVAW, FIDA, CREAW, CRADLE, WRAP, FEMNET, MEGEN, 
AWC, AMWIK amongst others. 
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commemoration44, International Women’s Day (IWD), other awareness and 
prevention community based campaign projects and media campaigns. These 
initiatives are minimal and are not carried out throughout the country. The 
Kenyan government is yet to actively come out and engage in prevention and 
protection programs on VAW. The top-down, comprehensive impact the 
government is capable of cannot be matched by the grassroot efforts of NGOs.  
The reach of an NGO is understandably limited due to their dependence on 
donor grants. Only the government has the institutional capacity to bring a 
program to scale throughout the country.  
 

Methods used in VAW programs and campaigns include advocacy and 
lobbying for legislative and policy reform, media campaigns to raise public 
awareness, community education and civic education, service provision ranging 
from provision of legal counseling to shelter services, public interest litigation, 
activism and collaborative advocacy initiatives. Most of these organizations are 
however concentrated in the capital city Nairobi, and are overwhelmed by the 
magnitude of the problem.  
 

These initiatives on VAW by human rights and women’s organizations 
have been quite effective in mounting awareness, building campaigns and 
actions towards legislative reforms, and have brought increasing visibility to 
VAW, how it links to other issues such as HIV/AIDS and gender inequalities in 
Kenya.45 This visibility may have contributed to the development and enactment 
of the Criminal Law Amendment Act and the Sexual Offences Act amongst many 
other policy issues relating to women’s rights. 

Protection 
 
There is only one shelter for women victims of GBV in Kenya that offers 

services free of charge. The shelter was established in 1996 and is managed by 
Women Rights Awareness Program (WRAP), a women’s organization based in 
Nairobi.46 All women rights organizations depend on this shelter to refer women 
in need of protection and who are escaping abusive relationships. The shelter, 
based in Nairobi, has served as a temporary safe haven for women and provides 
many services such as post-rape therapy, antiretroviral therapy (ART) for those 
with HIV, counseling, and support for women with cases in court. The WRAP 
shelter is limited in many ways. It can only accommodate a small number of 
women at a time, and only houses women for a maximum period of six weeks.  
This limited service gives women hardly enough time to reorganize themselves 
and get their life on track. In the recent past, the shelter almost shut down due to 

                                                
44 In 1991, there was a student strike at St Kizito Mixed Secondary school, during which 70 girl 
students were raped by the boy students and 19 girls died. 
45 Muteshi, Jacinta (Dr), 2006, Mapping Best Practices: Promoting Gender Equality and the 
Advancement of Kenyan Women, p 31-32 
46 UNAIDS, Violence Against Women and Girls in the Era of HIV and AIDS, p23 
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reduced funding from the foundation that had been supporting it for several 
years.47  
 

Other facilities that provide shelter services include privately run 
commercial hostels and homes where women must pay for accommodation. 
Such facilities are beyond the reach for the majority of the survivors because of 
their low socio-economic status or their lack of assets when they flee the danger 
in their home. Three facilities are within private homes and are used primarily by 
career women or financially well off women who can meet the daily 
accommodation costs.48 All the shelters are discreet, well secured and have 
stringent measures and rules in place to ensure their clients are not exposed.49  
However, the demand for the services outweighs the supply, which has resulted 
in a shortage of services available to women who have experienced violence. 
 

Shelters require massive resources to manage and run effectively and 
most organizations while recognizing the need for more shelters are constrained 
by lack of adequate resources. It should be the obligation of government to 
provide such support for victims of VAW. Unfortunately, the absence of a policy 
framework on the same implies that the issue is not prioritized even in terms of 
resource allocations. The Domestic Violence (Family Protection) Bill had 
provisions that would have obligated the government to set up shelters across 
the country but Parliament has suspended the debate on that bill. 

 

V. Support and Rehabilitation 
 

Support 
 
Legal support for women who have experienced and/or those 

experiencing gender-based violence is largely provided by women and human 
rights organizations. Such support includes professional legal aid and counseling 
to women, accompanying clients to police stations or other relevant service 
points, attending court, prosecution support, following up on the cases and 
advising women on the criminal justice system. While these have been effective 
in assisting women access justice and in psychosocial support to rebuild their 
lives, the demand for the services outweighs the capacities of the few 
organizations offering the services. Moreover, most of these organizations are 
gradually phasing out service delivery and/or direct support to focus on 
advocacy. They are making strong efforts to influence legal and policy 
frameworks to ensure effective and responsive support on VAW by government. 
 
                                                
47 The Sunday Nation Newspaper, 11th March 2007, Where battered women seek refuge, 
Lifestyle p2. 
48 Ibid 
49 Ibid 
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The Governance Justice Law Order Sector (GJLOS) Reform Programme 
is an ongoing initiative aimed to improve access to justice for Kenya’s poor, 
particularly women. The program aims to remove discriminatory legislation, 
policies and regulations; and to promote gender sensitive policies and 
regulations as well as recognizing gender equality.50 It is envisaged that the 
program will establish recognition for informal and community justice system, 
establish use of vernacular (local languages) in trials, set help desks at courts, 
establish a victim friendly environment at police stations, strengthen family justice 
by decentralizing family courts and children’s courts that deal with GBV and 
sexual offences.51 While some progress has been made through this initiative, its 
existence and activities remain unknown to many Kenyans. Moreover, the 
engagement of civil society in the program still seems limited, and sometimes it 
appears as though it is intended to rubber stamp the decisions made by 
government. 
 

Rehabilitation  
 
There exist national guidelines on the medical management of sexual 

violence and a national violence response unit at Kenyatta National Hospital. 
These guidelines provide government standards for comprehensive care of 
survivors of sexual violence including counseling, treatment, management of 
STDs and injuries sustained, administration of post exposure prophylaxis (PEP), 
HIV care, and prevention of pregnancy.52 These are a practical reference source 
for service delivery and provision by all healthcare providers in Kenya. Most 
district government hospitals are currently providing free treatment for sexual 
violence. 
 

The private sector has been involved in providing emergency care on 
VAW. One such initiative is the Gender Violence Recovery Centre of the private 
Nairobi Women’s Hospital. Since 2001, the centre had been providing free 
medical care, trauma counseling, PEP therapy and testing of STIs for cases of 
abuse presented within the first 72 hours.53 Because of the rising demand for 
these services the centre has established a working relationship with select 
hospitals in Kibera, Kisumu and Mombassa. The concept of the centre has been 
effective in terms of providing comprehensive medical care and treatment but its 
reach is limited to only those women who can come to its location in Nairobi. 
There have been instances where survivors from distant areas have been 
referred to the centre for specialized treatment, demonstrating the need for their 
model to be replicated in major hospitals across the country in order to make the 
services more accessible. 
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51 Ibid 
52 Government of Kenya, National Guidelines Medical Management of Rape and Sexual Violence, 
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53 UNAIDS, 2006, Violence Against Women and Girls in the Era of HIV and AIDS, p25 
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There are ongoing initiatives towards influencing changes in health policy 

in relation to sexual violence. One such initiative is by Liverpool VCT an 
organization whose focus is operational research for Voluntary Counseling and 
Testing (VCT), sexual violence and HIV/AIDS and strengthening health systems 
to deal with the issues. They are engaged in supporting the integration of post 
rape care services into government health facilities through training and 
equipping the facilities with STI and PEP drugs and emergency contraceptive. 
Through this initiative, there currently exists a national training manual on clinical 
care for survivors of sexual violence54 for rape trauma counselors.55 Liverpool 
VCT currently supports 13 Ministry of Health post-rape care sites comprised of 1 
national referral hospital, 2 provincial general hospitals and 10 district hospitals 
across the country.  In addition, they have trained 90 trauma counselors and 390 
clinicians. Through the initiative, over 2,500 clients have been served.56 
 

VI. Cultural Environment 
 

Just like many parts of Africa, there exist patriarchal systems in Kenya. 
The Attorney General of the Kenyan government was once quoted on this 
subject saying: 

 
“VAW pervades all social and ethnic groups… Culture does influence the 
relationship between the various groups in society and… some cultural 
practices , beliefs and traditions have had the tendency to relegate women 
to second class status in society thereby not only violating their rights as 
human beings but also leading to discrimination against women. Some 
customs and cultural practices have found their way not only into law… 
but are used as justification for VAW”.57 

 
Culture is usually invoked to justify VAW. Customary practices and some aspects 
of traditions are often the cause of VAW and influence its continuation. 
 

Traditional gender roles require that a man is the head of the family and 
breadwinner and as such men assume this power that they sometimes misuse 
by perpetrating VAW. Some aspects of domestic violence such as wife beating 
are culturally sanctioned and condoned and widely accepted as a means of 
‘disciplining’. In some communities such as the Masai, husbands are mandated 
to inflict corrective punishment on their wives as head of families. Women on the 
other hand are socialized to be passive and submissive and to accept violence 
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56 Post Rape Care Services in Kenya: An Operations Research study, Presentation by Nduku 
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as part of a woman’s life.58 Indeed, cultural and traditional beliefs have been 
pointed out as a major contributing factor to violations against women. Many 
women and men (two thirds) find wife beating justifiable in some circumstances 
such as when a woman burns the food, argues with the husband, goes out of the 
home without telling the husband, neglects the children or refuses to have sexual 
relations with her husband.59 There is an urgent need to address these harsh 
phenomenon directed towards women.  
 

The practice of bride price—another cultural practice still common in many 
communities—has been noted as a major contributing factor to VAW. A groom 
pays the brides family in order to wed her. This equates a woman to property 
with the man owning and controlling the woman. A woman is then obliged to stay 
with her husband even if he abuses her. This is especially true for women from 
poor families who cannot afford to return the bride price. 
 

Matters to do with sex are culturally defined, to the extent that culture 
defines what constitutes an offence or not. While the concept of rape is 
understood differently depending on the community, it is notable that rarely are 
there ethnic terms for rape. In some communities, abduction and forced sex with 
a girl is accepted as a first stage in marriage. A baseline survey on VAW in Taita 
noted that traditionally, a Taita man could abduct a girl he fancied, take her to his 
house and rape her then wait for the parents of the girl to come and negotiate for 
the bride price.60 Similar practices have also been reported amongst some 
Luhyia sub tribes. In contemporary times however, while most people will 
acknowledge that rape is a serious offence, there is a contrast when it comes to 
punishment, with some opting for traditional compensation which usually goes to 
the parents and not the victim. In some communities the compensation is as low 
as three goats which the perpetrators duly pay and go free. 
 

In majority of the communities, family and kinship ties are still highly 
valued. When incidences of VAW occur within the family, cases are rarely 
reported. When a report is made, the extended family puts immense pressure for 
withdrawal of such reports. In Taita, incest cases are common but are regarded 
as family secrets leading to perpetrators getting away with it.61 For example, in a 
case reported by one of the Kenyan daily newspapers, a family was forced from 
their home for reporting the alleged defilement of their three-year-old daughter by 
her 21-year old uncle. The family members attacked the affected couple by 
pelting their house with stones and demanded that they withdraw the case.62 
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61 Ibid, p7 
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VII. HIV and Violence Against Women 
 

VAW is both a cause as well as an effect of HIV/AIDS. The susceptibility 
of women to sexual violence makes them vulnerable to HIV infection. Because of 
unequal power relations between women and men in marriage, often times 
women are not in control of their sexuality. They cannot decide on sexual activity 
with their husbands or sexual partners, they are not in a position to insist on safe 
sex with their husbands, to abstain or to get their partners to be faithful. Indeed 
the 2003 KDHS report showed that 68% of women were in agreement that a 
husband would be justified in beating his wife if she refused to have sex.63 On the 
other hand, women who reveal their positive HIV status have been subjected to 
untold violence and are blamed for the situation by their intimate partners and 
relatives, which could affirm that women and girls infected with HIV are more 
likely to suffer GBV from intimate partners, relatives and the society in general. A 
multi country WHO review found that fear of violence was a barrier to HIV 
disclosure, with rates reaching as high as 51% in Kenya64.  
 

In a recent study on the intersection between VAW and HIV/AIDS in 
Kenya, it emerged that women living with HIV and AIDS have experienced 
violence at one point since childhood in relationships with husbands and 
extended families. While some reported having experienced physical violence as 
a consequence of the positive HIV status, some could trace their HIV infection to 
sexual violence by people known to them. They attributed their HIV infection to 
sexual violence, and reported continued violence after discovery of their status at 
the hands of spouses and relatives, ranging from forced sex with an infected 
partner, disinheritance of matrimonial property and emotional abuse through 
stigmatization, being blamed of bringing the virus to the household and 
withdrawal of emotional support from their spouses.65  
 
 

VIII. Media Context 
 

Media serves as a tool for social change as it shapes how a person, group 
or thing is socially perceived by not only reflecting the values of the society, but 
also by shaping them. The media also serves to report events, to inform, to 
entertain and to educate.66  
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The media in Kenya has been instrumental in creating awareness on 
VAW. As earlier indicated, the media has played a crucial role in giving the issue 
of VAW visibility through increased reporting. For example, it has highlighted 
specific key cases and provided feature stories and information on the subject. 
The media has raised public awareness of the facts and consequences of VAW 
and its linkages to other issues such as AIDS. Further, media coverage of rape 
and domestic violence cases has seen a steady increase, creating public 
awareness regarding the subject.67  
 

The media has also been involved in partnerships with women rights 
organizations in carrying out media campaigns on VAW. For example, during the 
annual sixteen days of activism against gender violence and the International 
Women’s Day (IWD) media joins in the campaigns by providing free airtime and 
media space 68 at subsidized rates. Indeed, the Media’s portrayal and enhanced 
visibility of the reality surrounding VAW has contributed to drawing attention to 
VAW as an important and serious social problem that needs to be addressed.  
Moreover, by highlighting GBV cases happening in various parts of the country, 
the public gets to know that these are not simply isolated instances. There is a 
bigger problem around the issue of GBV and something needs to be done. For 
example, it is not uncommon to read in well-established newspapers cases like: 
 

• Jane Aluoch, a physically challenged young mother was impregnated 
without her consent and dumped by a villager in Siaya District. Her mother 
allegedly ‘sold’ her to the father of her nine month old baby.69  

 
• A 28 year old man killed his 76 year old mother after she denied him 

money to settle his wife’s hospital bill.70 
 

• A 28 year old man set his mother-in-law’s house on fire after she allegedly 
banned her daughter from returning to her matrimonial home in Siaya 
district. The man was angered by his wife’s decision to leave him and her 
mother’s refusal to let her return.71 

 
• A man hacked his wife to death in Igembe district accusing her of being a 

habitual drunkard.72 
 

The media in Kenya has also played an important role in influencing policy 
and legal reform in regards to VAW. This was evident during advocacy on the 
various VAW related bills—especially on the Sexual Offences Bill—where the 
media was prominent in advocating for its passage. There has been heightened 
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reports and public dialogue through the media on sexual violence before and 
during the debate on the bill. It is probable that this contributed in exerting 
pressure for its passage.  

 
Even with all the “positives assessments” that the media has registered in 

its attempt to raise awareness regarding VAW, some people have argued that 
the same media has exacerbated VAW by perpetuating negative stereotypes that 
promote GBV. For example, women are consistently depicted in the media as 
being weak and helpless.73 The increasing numbers of soap operas on most of 
the television networks in the country support this argument. These programs 
portray women either in their traditional roles as subordinate and subject to the 
rule of men, or as evil people who are always scheming to destroy others. 
Unfortunately, such portrayal only serves to entrench the low social status of 
women and the ideology of patriarchy. Concerns have also been raised that the 
news media uses sexist, demeaning, gender biased, negative language and 
shows negative images of women when reporting.74 In some instances, the 
media has been observed as engaging in sensational and judgmental ways—
though often subtly—while reporting on cases of VAW, where they put more 
emphasis on the victim’s character/characteristics/perceived personality rather 
than the violation. This is very different from how men are portrayed in the media 
when they are involved in a scandal. For instance, the following cases tend to 
provide information that may be construed as justification to the violence. 
 

“Man kills wife in burst love triangle”—A case of a man who was 
suspected to have murdered his wife in a love triangle in Ogembo, Gucha 
district. The report went on to indicate that this happened after a tip off by 
villagers over her escapades with a neighbor.75 

 
“Woman stabbed to death”—A case of a man who stabbed his girlfriend 
during a quarrel over her acceptance of school fees from a former 
boyfriend76 

 
“Two pastors probed over sex scandals.”77 Throughout the whole story, 
there were no details about who the pastor were despite details by the 
concerned church confirming the existence of the probe. Moreover, even 
the details of the alleged sex scandal were never provided. 
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CHAPTER 2.  UGANDA 
 

I. Introduction 
 
In Uganda, studies exist providing some information on the nature and 

trends of violence against women. However, not many of the existing studies 
provide consistent data on the extent of the problem. For example, depending on 
which study one uses, the reported rate of physical abuse with the current 
partner ranges from 30% to 41%78-79. Approximately 20% of respondents in the 
study by Koenig et al. (2003) reported having been abused in the past year and 3 
in 5 women reported three or more acts of violence80. The same study finds that 
44.4 % of women in the reported cases received some sort of injuries; forty 
percent reported having physical pain lasting more than one day, 18.5% had 
sprain, bruise or cut, and 1.4% at least a broken bone. Twenty-two percent 
required medical assistance. Overall, the most commonly reported types of 
violence against women—in Uganda—include: verbal assault, forced sexual 
intercourse, physical assault, death threats, denial of custody of children, and 
forced continuous reproduction. Incidences like the ones cited below are 
commonly reported in the major newspapers: 
 

“A man from Mukono, hid near a path, pounced on his wife Nayiga and 
hacked her to death. He accused her of selling his bicycle and 
mattress….”81  
 
“My husband sometimes insults me for not working hard enough to look 
for food for the family. At one time he lamented, ‘I’m tired of feeding you 
and your children’… This usually happens when he returns from my co-
wife’s place, who at times gives him money, which I cannot afford.”82 
 
“He likes sex … when I do not feel like, he forces me. He reasons that I 
might be seeing someone else…” –A Female respondent interviewed in a 
study reported in the New Vision, one of the biggest News Papers in 
Uganda.83  
 
Uganda was not included in the WHO Multi-country study of violence.  The 

Uganda Demographic and Health Survey (UDHS) has only recently—during 
Wave 3—included the Domestic Violence Module.84 According to the preliminary 
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results of the recent UDHS, more than two thirds of Ugandan women experience 
violence from their partners. In the 12 months prior to the interview, 68% of 
women reported being harassed or beaten by their partners. Methods used 
included beating, pushing, dragging, forced sex, arm-twisting, threatening, 
insulting and choking. Women living in rural areas, those with low educational 
attainment and poor economic status are at higher risk for physical and sexual 
abuse. Seven in ten women believe that it is justified to beat women.85 Some of 
the reasons mentioned as “most acceptable” for wife beating—as reported in 
UDHS—include neglect of children (56%) and going out without informing the 
husband (52%).  Four in ten women think that arguing with a husband justifies 
wife beating and 31% think that denying a husband sex is justification for wife 
beating. Twenty three percent of the women in the survey feel that burning food 
is justification for wife beating.86 These results are not surprising. From 
childhood, women are socialized to be tolerant and maintain peace in the house.  
Women residing in the urban areas, having secondary or higher education, 
employed or from relatively wealthy families are less tolerant to partner violence 
compared to other groups of women.87  

   

 

II.  Socio-economic context 
 

According to the World Bank, Uganda is classified as a low-income 
country with GDP per capita USD 1,700. Thirty five percent of the population live 
below the poverty line.88 Poverty, armed conflict, HIV/AIDS, and clashes between 
traditional values and democratic processes set the context for understanding 
violence against women.  
 

Gender inequality is manifested through disparities in education, property 
ownership, and political and managerial positions—all of which play an important 
role in male-female relationships. Families often prioritize boys’ education over 
girls’. Girls’ education is valued less by parents because girls are expected to 
marry, leave the family and live in their husband’s household.89 For girls who are 
pregnant, already mothers, or who are heading households, their ability to 
access educational services and resources may be even more limited. As a 
result, in Uganda there are only 57.7% of women above age 15 compared to 
76.8% of males who can read and write.90  
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According to traditional norms, young girls and wives are supposed to stay 
at home and assist with the household errands. In rural areas, very few women 
are employed or self-employed and about 70% of young girls between 14 and 30 
years of age are considered unpaid family workers.91  
 

Armed Conflict  
 
In Uganda, violence against women has been exacerbated by the on-

going armed conflict, especially in the Northern, North-eastern and South-
western parts of the country. The conflict has been going on for more than two 
decades.  In addition to poverty, displacement and human losses, armed 
conflicts expose women and young girls to sexual exploitation and sexual 
violence.92,93  

 
Since 1986 close to 30,000 people have been abducted and about 6,000 

of them are children.94 Many children became soldiers and it is estimated that 
30% of child soldiers are girls.95 To prevent kidnappings, about 80 percent of 
local population has been moved to camps or so-called "protected villages" 
guarded by government soldiers.96  

 
The war between the current government and the Lord’s Resistance Army 

(LRA)—which, at this writing, has been going on for over 20 years—has, over the 
years had nearly 1.4 million become internally displaced. People have had to live 
in overcrowded camps that often lack basic needs such as drinking water, 
electricity, proper sanitation. Families have been forced to migrate from their land 
leaving them unable to continue farming. A lack of alternative employment 
opportunities has resulted in exacerbation of poverty. To deal with stress, men 
often start drinking excessively and release their anger on their families, 
particularly the wives. In addition to increased domestic violence, women have 
become subject to sexual assaults from the rebels and sometimes even from the 
UPDF soldiers.97 To illustrate, Lough and Denholm cite the example of “Susan,” 
who was seized from one of the trading centers in the conflict zones, taken to a 
military barracks, and sexually assaulted by the soldiers in the barracks. This is 
how Lough and Denholm present Susan’s ordeal:   

"Susan" [not her real name] spoke softly; her eyes fixed on her feet as she 
recalled the moment six UPDF soldiers seized her from the Awere Trading 
Centre in Pader district on 2 May 2005. She says she was taken to the 5th 
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Infantry Battalion’s barracks in Awere. One of the soldiers told her she 
was to become his wife. There were other young girls at the barracks 
whilst I was there. Sometimes three or four soldiers would sexually abuse 
a girl together. I never had that because the soldier wanted me to be his 
wife. He said he would shoot my mother and I dead if I didn’t agree. The 
soldiers beat me terribly when they caught me trying to escape. I feel very 
bitter about it all. He should be jailed... but, instead, they are trying to 
fabricate a case against me for stealing an army uniform."98  

According to the United Nations, about 85% of girls who arrived at the 
Gulu trauma center for former LRA abductees had contracted a sexually 
transmitted infection (STI) during their captivity.99  
 

Years of conflict also affected educational opportunities for children, 
especially girls. With the armed forces present, the walk to school can become 
hazardous enough for parents to prefer to keep their daughters at home. In 
Northern Uganda, for example, one hundred and thirty-nine girls were specifically 
targeted, removed from a girls’ boarding school, and forced into the rebel 
forces.100 What happened to the Aboke Girls, as they are known, make parents 
understandably reluctant to risk sending their daughters to school, and force 
them to develop strategies to protect their women and children as best as they 
can.101 Moreover, in some cases early marriage becomes a way for parents to 
protect their daughters, and to ensure that even if she is the victim of sexual 
violence, her future prospects will not be compromised. In Northern Uganda, 
families have married their daughters to militia members in order to protect 
themselves, for the family honor, and that of the girls.102 In turn, early marriage 
and early pregnancy are features of many conflict situations, and this has a 
significant impact on girls’ education, causing early drop out. Less education, 
coupled with early/convenience marriage increases the risk of girls experiencing 
VAW.  
 

Sexual Relations 
 

Like many parts of Africa, premarital sex is common in Uganda among 
young people of both genders, especially in the Northern part of the country. 
One-quarter of Ugandan women would have had sex by age 15, and two-thirds 
would have done so by age 18. A significant proportion initiates sex prior to 
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marriage.103 Although many young women’s sexual relationships appear to be 
voluntary, some qualitative evidence from Uganda suggests that force and 
coercion are also frequently used.104 By age seventeen, more than 50% of 
Ugandan girls have had sex, usually with someone older. Early sex may lead to 
early marriage. As of 2001, 32% of girls aged 15-19 in Uganda had been married 
compared to only 6% of boys. Among married girls, 20% were in polygamous 
unions.105 The same study indicates that only 4% of married men in Uganda 
reported having used a condom the last time they had sex, compared to 59% of 
unmarried men. In addition, while most women knew that condoms would protect 
them against HIV, only 27% of girls aged 15-19 and 36% of women aged 20-24 
said they could convince their partners to use them.106   
 

Further, according to the DHS survey, Uganda has the highest rates of 
teenage pregnancy in sub-Saharan Africa. The number of girls who gave birth 
between the ages of 12-17 is about 7% and the rates are higher in Uganda’s 
Eastern and Northern regions.107 Early pregnancy has consistently been 
highlighted as one of the causes of sexual violence. Moreover, it is not 
uncommon for many young girls to help support their families by accepting 
money in exchange for sexual favors. Women working as sex workers are often 
subject to physical and sexual abuse.108  
 

III.   Legal and Policy Context   
 

The Ugandan government’s policy and legal commitment to advance the 
status and improve the lives of women is reflected in its ratification of the major 
international and regional conventions protecting the rights of women, including 
the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), Convention on 
the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), and the 
African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights and UN General Assembly 
Declaration on the Elimination of Violence against Women (CEDAW). By signing 
and ratifying the above-listed documents, the Ugandan government officially 
condemns violence against women and assures to pass laws and regulations 
protecting women from abuse. Specifically, since the mid-1990s, the Ugandan 
government registered some progress in its commitments to these international 
and regional conventions: 

 
• In 1995 Ugandan government adopted a new constitution that is often 

considered as one of the most gender sensitive constitutions in Sub-Saharan 
Africa (CEDAW, 2000). An organizational body, Uganda Human Rights 
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Commission (UHRC) was established to monitor the implementation of 
CEDAW in Uganda, although it is not fully functional due to funding 
constrains. 

 
• The national machinery for advancement of status of women—comprising of 

the Ministry of Gender, Labour and Social Development (MGLSD), the 
Uganda Human Rights Commission, and the Equal Opportunities 
Commission—was established. However, limited funding is often mentioned 
as a major obstacle in actualizing the activities aimed at the advancement of 
the status of women. 

  
• Based on the Beijing Platform for Action and the African Regional Platform for 

Action, the government of Uganda adopted the National Gender Policy (1997) 
and National Action Plan on Women (1999). However, VAW was not among 
the key priority areas (which included poverty, reproductive health, girl child 
education, and legal awareness and women in decision making process).109  

 
• At least one woman council was included in the local council committees in 

every Ugandan political district. The Ministry of Finance allocated conditional 
grants for all Women Councils for raising awareness and development of the 
project on gender issues.  

 
• Currently, the incidents of domestic violence can be only prosecuted under 

the general Penal Code either as assault or homicide. The Uganda Law 
Reform Commission drafted a revised Domestic Relations Bill and Sexual 
Offenses Bill that was supposed to serve as the main legislation addressing 
various aspects of women’s lives (marriage, divorce, sexual offence, etc).   

 
• Finally, to make the law enforcement agencies more responsive to cases of 

violence, Family Protection Units were established at the police stations on 
the national level and Gender Desks were established at district police 
headquarters.110  

 
At this writing, the majority of domestic violence cases are not reported. 

Unfortunately, even when reported, the abuser usually goes unpunished or the 
case(s) is/are closed or dropped at early stages. Women often do not want 
imprisonment of their husbands, they want immediate actions from the courts, 
but only available options are divorce or separation that takes months or years. 
Attitudes and public stereotypes also affect law enforcement and how legal cases 
are handled. For example, such questions like what is a forced sexual act, can 
an abusive act without serious injury be considered a crime, does police has a 
right to violate a family’s privacy, still exist.  
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To create truly favorable legal environment for the protection of women’s 
rights, many provisions granted by the new Ugandan Constitution still have to be 
transferred into the laws. The Domestic Relations Bill (DRB) met resistance from 
the various sections of community and, therefore, has not been passed since its 
introduction in 1999.  Moreover, the professional community considers the 
current version of the Domestic Relations Bill to be too general and not providing 
the effective strategies protecting women from violence, especially from marital 
rape. As a result, many activists and NGOs are proposing to have the current 
DRB separate from the domestic violence law, believing that besides other 
benefits, it can protect women from HIV infection. As it stands, the new 
legislation would outlaw polygamy and payment of a “bride-price”. Human rights 
groups believe that this would assist in rectifying the gender imbalance. On the 
other hand, many community leaders have expressed concern that the bill gives 
women too much power.111  
 

The DRB is a crucial piece of legislation for Ugandan women. It addresses 
women’s property rights in marriage and women’s right to negotiate sex on the 
grounds of health, sets the minimum age of marriage at eighteen, prohibits 
female genital mutilation (FGM) and criminalizes widow inheritance. As a 
compromise measure, bride-price will not be prohibited, but the payment of bride-
price will no longer be essential for the formalization of customary marriages, and 
any demands for the return of “marriage gifts” will be an offence. The bill 
criminalizes marital rape and provides for civil remedies, such as compensation 
and “restricting orders.” The grounds for divorce are equally applicable to both 
spouses, and alimony is provided for. However, the DRB continues to exclude 
cohabitation from the presumption of marriage, but provides parties to such 
relationships with certain rights, including the right to register the fact of 
cohabitation and particulars of any monetary or non-monetary contributions 
made. A competent court may then distribute the property equally in accordance 
with those contributions, and may do so even when registration has not taken 
place. Polygamy is also strictly regulated by guidelines that provide for the 
economic support of all wives. Polygamy has been the most hotly debated issue, 
initially dominated - and nearly derailed - by religious groups protesting the Bill's 
attempt to limit men to two wives. Whereas in the past, customary law has 
allowed men to marry as many women as they like, from now on they will be 
limited to four. A man must also show in court that he can support all of his wives 
financially by providing a home for each wife. Meanwhile, before a man can take 
a second, third or fourth wife, his new and existing wives must all show that they 
agree to the marriage and are fully aware of his polygamous state.  
 

Although the DRB could potentially ease the lives of thousands of women, 
the current Ugandan President, Yoweri Museveni, requested to postpone the 
debate in the Parliament because the bill was ‘not urgently needed’.112  
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As in many communities, family affairs should often be considered in the 
context of power relations (e.g., property rights). In Uganda, there are instances 
when disagreements related to landownership often result in violence, including 
family violence. Thus, another positive achievement of DRB was the 
establishment of Land Committees protecting interests of vulnerable groups, 
including women, children and people with disabilities. The proposed DRB voids 
all customs preventing women and children from inheriting land.  
 

However, despite certain achievements reported earlier, professionals are 
still concerned whether people will utilize the justice system. There are many 
stereotypes and attitudes that impede people from utilizing the system—including 
reporting cases regarding VAW and prosecuting those cases in a fair and timely 
manner.  On the other hand, since the legal environment is changing slowly, 
there are some groups, including NGOs, suggesting that the focus should be on 
community responsibility.113 Thus, there is a growing demand for changing public 
opinions, including addressing the existing stereotypes towards women. Indeed, 
a Ugandan Member of Parliament from the Northern part of the country—Gulu—
was once quoted saying “negative cultural practices that subdue women, such as 
kneeling for men, should be outlawed…” The Law Maker went on to note that 
domestic violence is perpetuated by negative traditions that demean women 
such as wife inheritance, paying bride price, female genital mutilation, marital 
rape and sexual cleansing.  She added, “For us to make good laws that enforce 
the rights of women, we need to revisit and address the negative traditional 
practices against women.”114 
 

IV. Cultural Environment  
 

The traditional culture dictates set gender roles. The roles are kind of  
complimentary rather than egalitarian and place women as wives and mothers 
subject to the man who is the head of the household and breadwinner. In 
Uganda, in addition to general traditional culture, gender imbalance and violence 
against women is also very closely related to such traditions as pride price,  
polygamous marriages and widow inheritence. The payment of a bride-price or 
dowry by a man to a woman’s family essentially makes the woman her 
husband’s property and denies her any authority in marriage, including over 
sexual practices. There is no law in Uganda at present that specifically prohibits 
payment of bride price. Customary marriages are governed by a Customary 
Marriages Registration Decree, which permits that marriages be celebrated 
according to the rites of the community. According to African marriage rites, 
bride-price is essential for the validity of a customary marriage. Impoverished 
parents now marry off their daughters as soon as they reach their early teens, 
desperate to raise money to buy food and pay school fees.115 A study by Kimani 
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highlights how bride price/dowry perpetuates the problem of VAW. According to 
the study, if a woman’s family is unable or unwilling to refund the dowry; her 
brothers may beat her to force her back to her husband or in-laws “because they 
don’t want to give back cows”.116 

 
Many traditional customs in Uganda subjugate women in marriage and 

limit their sexual autonomy. Polygamy is inherently discriminatory and because 
the man may be having unprotected sex with multiple partners, exacerbates the 
risk of HIV transmission. A study of 5,109 women in rural Uganda confirmed that 
21% of female respondents were living in polygamous marriages.117 Finally, 
widow inheritance, whereby a man “inherits” the widow of his dead brother, 
exposes women to the risk of unwanted and unprotected sex.118  

 
Common social attitudes contribute to abusive practices and non-

enforcement of the law towards the abusers.  A study conducted by the Coalition 
against Gender Violence demonstrated that wife battering is perceived as normal 
both by male and female respondents.119 A different study by Rakai Project found 
that 70% of men and 90% of female participants viewed wife beating as 
acceptable and justifiable in case a wife burned food, wife left the house without 
notifying the husband, wife neglecting the children, or wife refusing to have sex 
with the husband.120  

 
Since cases do not receive proper response by people holding positions of 

authority, women are scared and hesitant to report VAW to the police. A study by 
Coalition against Gender Violence showed that 46% of respondents, primarily 
women, thought that violence should not be reported outside of the family.  
However, the study also shows that the rest think otherwise.121   
 
 

V.  HIV and Violence against Women  
 

In sub-Saharan Africa, heterosexual sex is the dominant mode of HIV 
transmission. Recent studies in Kenya and Zambia found that HIV rates were 
10% higher among married young women than among their unmarried female 
counterparts. A recent South African study found significantly higher rates of HIV 
infection in women who were physically abused, sexually assaulted or otherwise 
mistreated by their intimate male partners.122  
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In Uganda, an estimated 6% of the adult population is infected with HIV. 
Although this percentage is significantly less than the estimated 15% national 
prevalence a decade ago, the country still faces a generalized HIV/AIDS 
epidemic.  Women in marriages and long-term unions are not safe from HIV, and 
are at particular risk when sexually abused by their partners. Statements like the 
one below are not uncommon:  
 

“I got HIV in marriage.  I was faithful in my relationship,”  
(A Ugandan woman, expressing a could be common predicament) 

—extracted from a Human Rights Watch report.123   
 

Indeed, the suggestion that marriage provides a safeguard against HIV may 
amount to a death sentence for women and girls.  Ugandan women face a high 
risk of HIV in marriage as a result of polygamy and infidelity among their 
husbands, combined with human rights abuses such as domestic violence, 
marital rape, and wife inheritance.124  
 

In addition, conflict in the Northern part of the country seems to have 
increased chances of one contracting HIV.  For example, an estimated 12% of 
people in the Northern part of the country are HIV positive. This is twice the 
national average.125 It is important to note that the Northern part of the country 
has been going through a civil war for over two decades. These numbers clearly 
suggest a relationship between armed conflict, VAW, and the spread of HIV. 
Moreover, a number of studies from sub-Saharan Africa show that HIV positive 
women were significantly more likely to report history of coerced sexual 
intercourse.126,127,128.  

According to the Human Rights Watch, sex—as a marital obligation—and 
the inability to negotiate condom use are both closely linked to gender roles and, 
unfortunately, place the women at a risk path to HIV infection. Violence is a 
common response when women suggest condom use. For example, one of the 
respondents in a Human Rights Watch Interview had this to say: 

“There are times when I don’t feel like [having sex] and tell him to use a 
condom but he doesn’t want to. I’m on family planning. That causes 
disputes. When I tell him to use a condom he refuses. He accuses me of 
having other men. He goes away and doesn’t provide. So I have sex with 
him so that he can look after the children and won’t fight...the co-wives are 
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dying one by one. He’s still having sex with me without a condom. If I tell 
him to use a condom there is such a big fight.”129 

In another study, a thirty-two-year-old Ugandan woman who tested HIV-
positive after her husband died of AIDS said that before her husband died, he 
routinely raped and beat her, and refused to use a condom during sex. Her four 
children are infected with HIV, as is her co-wife.130  
 
In another interview, an HIV-positive woman said,  

“He used to force me to have sex with him. He would beat and slap me 
when I refused…The very first time I asked my husband to use a condom 
because I didn’t want to give birth he said no. He raped me and I got 
pregnant. I’m still with him because I don’t have a cent. He at least pays 
the rent.”131  

 
Indeed, as mentioned earlier, practices such as widow inheritance by a man of 
his brother’s widow can expose women to unprotected and unwanted sex with 
HIV-positive partners. Moreover, when women in polygamous marriages are 
coerced into unprotected sex, they are exposed to a higher risk of HIV 
transmission as a result of the man having unprotected sex with multiple 
partners.132  
 

In the recent years a number of international and local NGOs in Uganda 
(e.g., Action Aid-Uganda, AIDS Information Centre/AIC) have highlighted the 
close relationships between HIV and violence against women. In fact, recent 
studies indicate that HIV/AIDS is spreading faster among married couples.133  
 

Further, studies indicate that women in discordant couples (when one 
partner is HIV-positive and another partner is HIV-negative) are at particularly 
high risk for violence regardless of their HIV-status. According to the study 
conducted by the AIDS Information Centre (AIC), there are about 11% of 
discordant couples among all tested couples. Women, whose partners are HIV-
positive, are at high risk for forced unprotected sex. Meanwhile, women, who are 
HIV-positive while their partners are not, tend to hide their HIV status fearing 
accusations of infidelity that often results in physical violence. Moreover, women 
who perceive their current partner to be at higher risk of HIV infection are more 
susceptible to physical and sexual violence.  
 

Indeed, a combination of factors—including VAW—heightens women’s 
vulnerability to HIV. Moreover, cultural perceptions of women’s sexual and 
reproductive obligations in marriage rob women of bodily autonomy, while 

                                                
129 Human Rights Watch, 2003. 
130 Karanja, 2003. 
131Karanja, 2003. 
132 Karanja, 2003. 
133 Karamagi et al., 2006. 



 41 

unequal property rights, the payment of bride price, and women’s inability to take 
their children from the fathers’ homes make women unable to leave abusive 
relationships.134  
 
 

VI. Prevention Programs and Public Awareness Campaigns  
 
Significant efforts in the past years focused on raising public awareness 

around the issue of violence against women. Programs organized by the Ministry 
of Gender, Labour, and Social Development (MGLSD), a number of international 
and local organizations (Action for Development/ ACFODE, Ugandan Media 
Women Association/UMWA, Forum for Women in Democracy/FOWODE, 
Uganda Women Writers' Association /FERMITE, National Association of 
Women’s Organizations in Uganda/NAWOU), National Association of Women 
Judges/NAWJ, Makerere University, Isis-Women's International Cross Cultural 
Exchange/Isis-WICCE, and others) focused on training professionals (journalists, 
health care specialists, law enforcement agents, politicians), community leaders, 
and local citizens.  
 

Legal education for paralegals and legal assistance for women was 
provided by MGLSD as well as by FIDS, Uganda Gender Resource 
Centre/UGRC, ACFODE, Foundation for Human Rights Initiative/FHRI, Uganda 
Law Society, and The Law Development Centre. Women usually seek legal 
advice in situations related to divorce, child custody, child support, and property 
inheritance. However, funding for these projects are usually limited and, as a 
result, legal clinics outside of the capital are less available.   
 

After years of work, the international and local non-government 
organizations are shifting to a prevention approach that focuses on the root 
causes of violence rather than on the programs that solely aim at women living in 
abusive relationships. Therefore, lately many programs have been aimed at 
changing social norms, stereotypes, and beliefs about women, men-to-women 
relationships, and violence. Rigid gender roles and power imbalance are often 
named as major obstacles in promoting equal and non-violent treatment of 
women. 
  

Most public awareness programs have focused on educating women and 
communities, in general, on definition and highlighting the harmful effect of 
violence, the importance of speaking up and developing community intolerance 
to violence in conjunction with support and compassion to women-victims of 
abuse.  
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There are several NGOs working on providing legal support to women in 
various situations (including divorce, child support, and inheritance). These 
NGOs include: Federation of Uganda Women Lawyers/FIDA, Uganda Law 
Society, Law Development Center (Makerere University).  
 

Government and civil society are making efforts to sensitize institutions, 
professionals and communities on gender issues (legislators, politicians, 
journalists, law enforcement agents, etc). The trainings possibly have an impact 
and there are obvious changes in the legislations. However, formal evaluations 
are rarely available and it is hard to track the actual impact of trainings. 
Moreover, the programs mainly involve professionals and community leaders (or 
most educated and active community members) rather than regular community 
members.  
 

The public acknowledges an increase in the level of awareness in the 
country about gender issues and violence against women. A study by Blanc 
indicates that the training for police officers in one of the pilot districts doubled 
the number of reported cases. However, usually comprehensive evaluations 
measuring the impact of awareness campaigns and educational programs are 
complicated and uncommon.135   
 

Various organizations, including Human Rights Watch, and Raising 
Voices-Uganda report the following lessons learnt from their experience of 
developing and implementing public awareness programs in Uganda over the 
past two decades.136,137 They specifically recommend that prevention and 
awareness programs should:  

• Try to connect communities and institutions;  
• Be systematic, coordinated and conducted on a regular basis;  
• Limit specialized trainings for specific groups (health care workers, 

policemen) and utilize mixed teams/groups that invite to dialogue 
and search for coordinated and joint solution of the problem;   

• Look at culture and relationships that shape the individuals in this 
community and, therefore, encourage community members to 
change the community norms and cultural attitudes that perpetuate 
domestic violence. 

• Explore natural ways of learning and changing norms rather than 
organizing people for workshops, training, and distributing 
newsletters;  

• Be participatory in nature: communities themselves should develop 
the ways of changing harmful beliefs and practices and own the 
results in case of success or failure;  

• Be linked with HIV programs and incorporate services and referral 
for cases of domestic violence into VCT procedures. 
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Although many organizations currently promote community-based 

approach, many of them seem to rely on Prochaska and DiClemente’s stages of 
change theory as theoretical foundation for their work. The stages of change 
theory offers a good description of levels of readiness for changes, however, the 
approach is still individualistic in nature and looks at how individuals can change 
their own beliefs. However, given the studies and cases reviewed in this 
section—thus far—it would be justified to argue that the Ugandan society is in 
need of more community-oriented interventions that would change and/or modify 
community norms, beliefs and stereotypes that either explicitly or implicitly 
support, justify and/or reinforce VAW.   
 

Protection 
 
At the moment there are no adequate and effective protective civil and 

legal measures.138,139 Women currently living in abusive relationships have 
limited sources of social and legal support. In addition to being stigmatized, the 
legal system does not provide timely and efficient responses. Therefore, women 
often report to police only in the case of severe physical harm. Consequently, 
cases of violence often remain underreported and not prosecuted.  
 

Health facilities often have the largest exposure to victims of serious cases 
of violence. If abuse is reported, medical personnel can provide the medical care 
and/or treatment needed after receiving a form from the police. At the same time 
the hospitals and clinics often provide medical assistance to the victims who wish 
to conceal the true reason(s) for their reported injuries, and hospital or health 
centers do not have procedures for investigating and referring the cases of 
violence for legal or support services. After receiving medical assistance, women 
often return home—back in the abusive environment. Therefore, clinics, health 
centers and hospitals can be used as one of the avenues of creating awareness 
for addressing and reversing societal acceptance of VAW). 

 
A survey reports that although women seem to be willing to report VAW 

cases to the law enforcement agencies, they are underutilizing the justice 
system.140 Women, in actuality, rarely bring VAW cases to the attention of police 
or court. This implies that their willingness is not matched by their actions. The 
reasons often cited for this gap between willingness to report and actually 
reporting are associated both with cultural norms as well as the weaknesses of 
the legal system.141,142 Specifically, the following points are worth highlighting: 
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• Women distrust that the system can respond in a timely and 
effective manner. The process is usually very slow while charges 
are mild, with the first incidents of violence often limited to a 
warning and fine; 

• Violence is often viewed as family issue rather than a crime, even 
by policemen;  

• When reported, women are rarely protected from violence. Instead 
law enforcement agents often try to reconcile the family;  

• The system is reactive and does not prevent future incidents of 
violence. The often-limited sentence (2 weeks) tends to make the 
perpetrators of domestic violence return to their families and 
communities within a relatively short time.  Moreover, the 
perpetrators of DV often return to their families and/or communities 
more enraged, hence further exposing the women to even higher 
risks of violence.  

• Attitudes among police officers also affect how cases are handled. 
Violence is often perceived as a woman’s own fault, especially in 
cases of sexual violence. However, the attitudes vary depending on 
whether they received special training. Institutionalizing the training 
on gender sensitivity and recruiting more women police officers can 
increase the trust in the police;   

• Women reporting to the police on their spouses are often 
stigmatized and ostracized by family members for betraying and 
disgracing the family in public eye; 

• Expenses associated with dealing with the justice system, 
especially taking into account high levels of corruption among court 
and police officials;  

 
 

VII.  Support and Rehabilitation  
  

The resources for women – victims of violence are scarce. Although legal 
and psychosocial assistance is often made available through various projects, 
they are usually short-lived and serve limited groups of people. Economic 
interventions are also absent, except for vocational training programs. As result, 
many women return to their abusive husbands or never leave citing fear of abject 
poverty and/or starvation for themselves and their children. At the time of this 
writing, there are no sustainable and functioning shelters for women survivors of 
abuse in Uganda.  
 

VIII.  Media  
 

Media reportedly plays a controversial role of shaping public attitudes 
about violence against women. 
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• On one hand, due to government reforms and work of MGLSD, all 
major newspapers and radio stations allocated time for gender 
programs. In addition, local and international organizations 
regularly publish articles and newspapers, produce TV and radio 
programs (UMWA, government TV UTV, Radio Uganda) 
addressing stereotypes and raising awareness and reporting 
criminal statistics on domestic violence. Further, the increase in the 
numbers of published materials and magazines promoting sexual 
representation of women indicate the commitment of some sections 
of the media in addressing this important social problem.  

 
• On the other hand, although a few individuals praise the media for 

their exposure of domestic violence, some NGO representatives 
have complained that the media treat intimate partner violence as 
entertainment instead of helping to stimulate outrage.143 
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CHAPTER 3.  TANZANIA 
 

I. Introduction 
 

In 1995, the United Nations Fourth World Conference on Women 
identified VAW as one of the critical areas of concern in need of action. The 
World Health Organization (WHO) Multi- country Study on Women’s Health and 
Domestic Violence noted that most of the governments, including Tanzania, until 
recently viewed VAW as a relatively minor social problem.144 
 

On the occasion to mark the International Women’s Day on 8th March 
2007, the Swedish Ambassador to Tanzania had this to say: “I have spent more 
than three truly enjoyable years in the beautiful country of Tanzania. However, 
there is one thing that fills me with anger, grief and bitterness – something that 
has to be addressed by all, primarily by us men. It is the violence against 
women.”145    
 

II.  Socio-economic Context 
 

Violence against women and girls in Tanzania as in other parts of the world 
denies women “equality, security, dignity, self-worth and the ability to fully enjoy 
their fundamental freedoms”146 VAW takes many different forms. The literature 
reviewed on VAW in Tanzania highlights the following as the common types of 
violence:147 

• Physical violence – acts of physical violence may include slapping and 
beating, kicking, dragging, and hitting with fist or something else. 

• Sexual violence – may mean being forced to have sexual intercourse 
against one’s will (rape); having sexual intercourse because one is afraid 
of what the partner might do; being forced to do something sexual that one 
finds degrading and humiliating,  

• Female Genital Mutilation – partial or total removal of the external genitalia 
and infibulation. 

• Emotional abuse – acts of emotional abuse may include manipulation, 
insults or made to feel bad about oneself, being humiliated or belittled in 
front of others 
 

                                                
144 The World Health Organization (WHO) Multi- country Study on Women’s Health and Domestic 
Violence, 2005. 
145 http://www.swedenabroad.com/News 
146 UNICEF and Innocenti Research Centre (June 2000). “Domestic Violence against Women and 
Girls,” in Innocenti Digest No.6  
147 WHO (2003) Multi –Country Study on Women’s Health and Domestic Violence against 
Women. 
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VAW in Tanzania involves intimate partners, family members, acquaintances or 
strangers. An overview of VAW in the UNICEF publication, Innocenti 
Digeststates that, “while reliable statistics are hard to come by, studies estimate 
that, from country to country, between 20% and 50%t of the women have 
experienced physical violence at the hands of an intimate partner or family 
member.” Tanzania’s Country evaluation report (2003) on addressing the 
Reproductive Health Needs and Rights of Young people reported that domestic 
violence against women is widespread in the country and occurs at all levels of 
society. 148 
 

Risk groups 
 
While all women are at risk, studies show that young women especially 

those aged 15 to 19 years are at higher risk of physical violence or sexual 
violence or both.  This is because older men tend to target the young women. A 
report by UNICEF (2001) shows that adolescent wives (15 -19) are on average 
10 years younger than their husbands.  
 

Young women in Tanzania are still being subjected to FGM despite it 
being prohibited by law since 1998. This clearly indicates the importance of 
addressing social norms, in addition to the legislative changes. A case reported 
by Women’s Action revealed how a church pastor to whom three girls aged 13 
and 14 had fled for protection against FGM did not get the assistance they 
required from the police. “The police arrested the pastor, severely beating him in 
an effort to force a confession from him that he had raped the girls. A hospital 
examination proved the girls had not been raped, but the police handed them 
back to their father, who had them subjected to FGM the next day and married 
within a month, one of them as a third wife.” 149 
 

Young girls who leave their villages in Tanzania at the age of 12 or 13 are 
also reported to most likely suffer physical and verbal abuse and occasionally 
molestation and rape by their employers.150  
   

Refugee and displaced women are also noted as a risk group in a Human 
Rights Watch Report. In 1996 a survey of Burundian refugee women displaced to 
a camp in Tanzania, revealed that more than one in four reported being raped 
during the prior three years of conflict, with two- thirds of the rapes occurring 
since displacement, either inside or close to camp.151 

                                                
148 Innocenti Digest, 2000. 
149 Women’s Action April, 2006. 
150 UNICEF (2001) Analysis of the Situation of Sexual Exploitation of Children in the Eastern and 
Southern Africa Region http://www.unicef.org/events/yokohama/cse-east-southern-africa-
draft.html 
151 UNFPA (2006) Sexual Violence against Women and Girls in War and Its Aftermath: Realities, 
Responses and Required Resources. 
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Another risk group is elderly women. According to the WHO (2002) World 

Report on Violence Against Women some traditional beliefs put elderly women at 
risk of physical violence. For example, in Tanzania 500 elderly women, accused 
of witchcraft, are murdered each year.152 
 

Married or partnered women are also at risk. The WHO (2005) study 
reported that 41% of ever partnered women in Dar es Salaam and 56% in Mbeya 
experienced physical or sexual violence at the hands of a partner. The most 
common acts of violence experienced by the women include being slapped, 
struck with a fist, kicked, dragged and threatened with a weapon. The study 
further revealed that in Dar es Salaam 7% of ever pregnant women were beaten 
during at least one pregnancy. Thirty-eight percent of the women reported being 
punched or kicked in the abdomen.153 In addition, the study further stated that the 
severity of physical violence can be ranked according to its likelihood of causing 
physical injuries. The report highlighted that the majority of women who had ever 
been physically abused by partners experienced acts of violence more than 
once, and sometimes frequently.  
 

Protective and risk factors 
 
Factors that might protect or put women at risk of violence can be at 

personal, household, and state levels.  
 

At the individual level, the factors that might protect or put women at risk 
of violence may include the levels of education, financial autonomy and level of 
empowerment and social support. The WHO (2005) study reported that higher 
education was associated with less violence. In Tanzania, the protective effect of 
education appeared to start only when women’s education went beyond 
secondary school. The WHO study in addition, asserted that women with higher 
education may have a greater range of choice in partners and more ability to 
choose to marry or not and are able to negotiate greater autonomy and control of 
resources within marriage.  
 

At the household level the factors include the male partner’s lack of 
communication and excessive use of drugs and/or alcohol.  
 

Finally, at the state level factors may include the degree of economic 
inequality between men and women, levels of female mobility and autonomy, 
attitudes towards gender roles and violence against women. An example to 
illustrate attitudes towards violence against women at state level in Tanzania can 
be the experience of Burundian refugee women who confronted sexual and 

                                                
152 WHO (2002) World Report on Violence Against Women 
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domestic violence in Tanzania refugee camps. “Tanzania police interviewed by 
Human Rights Watch did not regard domestic violence as a crime. Rather than 
investigate reports of domestic violence, police simply referred the victims to 
UNHCR and other organisations for counselling.” 154 
 

Reporting and service utilization  
 
The only information that this desk review was able to find on reporting 

and service utilization was what was reported in the WHO (2005) study. The 
findings of the WHO study in Tanzania highlighted the following: 
 

• 59% of the women who had experienced physical violence had told no 
one about the violence before the study interview. 

• 60% of all women who experienced physical partner violence had never 
gone for help to any formal service or person in a position of authority. 

• 56% in Dar es Salaam and 48% in Mbeya did not seek help because they 
thought violence was “normal” or not serious enough to require help. 

 
The above findings could be attributed to what Jijenge (A Participatory 

Action Research Project in Tanzania) found in a study conducted on VAW.155  
The study revealed that community members referred to violence as a necessary 
form of discipline and therefore physical, verbal and emotional violence emerged 
as an acceptable way to teach lessons to women and children. The study further 
revealed that some women who had experienced violence did not confide in 
family or friends as they feared being labeled bad wives or mothers. Women, 
therefore, accepted responsibility for men’s violence, blaming their own behavior 
instead of their partner’s inability to manage their emotions appropriately. 
Consequently, the study found that shame and stigma kept VAW underground 
and prevented community members from supporting the women that were 
experiencing violence and confronting violent men. 
 

Consequences of VAW 
 
VAW has serious consequences for women’s physical and mental health. 

According to WHO (2002), abused women are more likely to suffer from 
depression, anxiety, psychosomatic symptoms, eating problems and sexual 
dysfunctions.  
  

The UNFPA (2005) State of World Population Report states that abused 
women face higher risks of contracting HIV and other sexually transmitted 
infections. There are different ways in which the epidemics of HIV and VAW 
                                                
154 http://hrw.org/english/docs/2000/09/26/tanzan676.htm 
155 WHO & PATH (2005) Researching Violence Against Women: A Practical Guide for 
Researchers and Activists 
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overlap in the context of women’s lives. Through forced or coercive sexual 
intercourse a woman’s risk for HIV infection is high. Results from a study on 
Sexual Violence at First Intercourse against Women in Moshi, Northern Tanzania 
indicated that sexual violence at first intercourse is associated with later HIV 
infection, with an HIV infection rate of 14.4% among those reporting sexual 
violence at first intercourse and only 9.7% among those with no violence. 
 

The other consequences of VAW that affect the reproductive health of 
women are an increase of sexual risk-taking among adolescents and unplanned 
pregnancies.156  In addition, the consequences of FGM practiced in some parts 
of Tanzania exposes women to risks of chronic pelvic inflammation, great pain, 
excessive bleeding, shock, painful sexual intercourse, and even death.157   
 

III. Legal and Policy Context 
 

The government of Tanzania recognizes that women’s advancement and 
achievement of gender equality are a matter of human rights and a condition to 
social justice. Tanzania is party to various international human rights treaties 
including the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 
Against Women, the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, the 
International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, the Convention 
on the Rights of the Child, the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights 
and the African Union Protocol on the Rights of Women in Africa.  
  

At national level, the Tanzanian government has passed laws in favor of 
women and these include Sexual Offences Special Provisions Act of 1998, Land 
Law Act of 1999 and Village Land Act of 1999.158 The Sexual Offences Special 
Provision Act protects women and girls from sexual harassment and abuse 
(including FGM). Sexual harassment is punishable by imprisonment for up to five 
years, or a fine, or both and the convicted person may be ordered to compensate 
the victim for injuries caused. The two land laws replaced the previous legislation 
on land to enable women to enjoy rights with men in access, ownership and 
control of land.  
 

Tanzania seems, like many other African countries, not effective in 
enforcing its laws. As highlighted earlier, despite FGM being prohibited by law, it 
is still being practiced. Women also continue to face discriminatory restrictions on 
inheritance and ownership of property because of concessions by the 
government and courts to Customary and Islamic Law. For instance, under 
Customary Law, when a husband dies intestate, a widow does not obtain a share 
of her husband’s estate if there are children from the marriage. Meanwhile, under 
the “statue law,” when a person dies intestate, the widow or widower receives 
                                                
156 http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsshees/fs239/en/index.html 
157 UNFPA (2005), State of World Population. 
158 http://www.tazania.go.tz/gender.html 
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one third of the estate’s property, and the remaining two thirds goes to the lineal 
descendants. The three legal systems in force in Tanzania can produce 
divergent results when a person dies intestate or even if a person dies with a will.  
 

Marriage in Tanzania is governed by the 1971 Marriage Act, which 
recognizes marriages contracted in a civil form in accordance with the rights of 
religion (Christian, Hindu or Muslim). Section 66 of the Marriage Act declares that 
no person has any right to inflict corporal punishment on a spouse regardless of 
custom. However, the act imposes no penalties for violation of this provision.  
 

IV. Prevention and Protection 
 

As can be observed from above, the government of Tanzania has made 
efforts that would prevent VAW and protect women and girls from its harm. 
However, prevention and protection are affected by Customary and religious 
laws. For example, under the Marriage Act, a woman may marry after reaching 
the age of 15. However, the Penal Code states that any person of African or 
Asiatic descent may marry or permit the marriage of a girl under the age of 12 in 
accordance with custom, as long as it is not intended that the marriage be 
consummated before the girl is 12 years old.159  
 

The other issue related to prevention and protection is the lack of 
awareness among women on their rights.160 To address this issue governmental 
and non governmental organisations are running programs to raise awareness. 
For example, regular seminars are held in an attempt to educate the public on 
the dangers of FGM and other traditional practices including inherited wives and 
child marriages.  
 

V. Support and Rehabilitation  
 

The support and rehabilitation for VAW in Tanzania include the following: 
 
• Engaging community members to take up issues of VAW and become 

activists themselves. For example “Kivulini Women’s Rights Organisation 
works with over 200 community Action Groups.”161 Kivulini works closely 
with representatives of the communities whom they provide training and 
materials about VAW. After receiving training and materials group 
representatives go back to their communities and share the ideas and 
encourage group members to go out and speak to others about violence 
and women’s rights. According to Michau, while Kivulini provides ideas 
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 54 

and support to the representatives of the community action groups, it is 
the members of the groups that become active on the issues of violence in 
their own way.  They grounded ideas in local reality within their own social 
circles.  

• Civil society organisations such as TAMWA have been raising awareness 
on issues of VAW and providing services to the victims. In 1991 the first 
crisis centre to deal with sexual harassment, domestic violence and 
discrimination against women and children was opened in Tanzania under 
the umbrella of TAMWA.162 The centre still exists and it provides 
counselling and legal services to victims of VAW. TAMWA also runs 
weekly radio programs on women and gender issues called KIOO (Mirror) 
that is aired over Radio Tanzania Dar es Salaam (RTD), produces TV 
programs and publish a magazine called Sauti ya Siti. In 1992, Sauti Ya 
Siti devoted a special issue to violence against women to commemorate 
the death of a young woman driven to suicide by persistent harassment 
from a group of male engineer students at the University of Dar es 
Salaam. 163 

 

VI. Cultural Environment 
 

Cultural justification for VAW usually follows from traditional notions of the 
proper roles of men and women. Similar to many societies in Africa, women in 
Tanzania are expected to look after their homes and children and show their 
husbands obedience and respect. If a man feels that his wife has failed in her 
role or overstepped her perceived limits, then violence may be his response.  
According to a WHO report (2005) on VAW, events that may trigger partner 
violence include: not obeying the man, arguing back, not having food ready on 
time, not caring adequately for the children or home, questioning the man about 
money or girlfriends, going somewhere without the man’s permission, refusing 
the man sex and, the man suspecting the woman of infidelity. 
 

Women interviewed in Tanzania for the WHO (2005) Multi Country study 
on Women’s Health and Domestic Violence against Women said it was 
acceptable for a man to beat his wife if she is unfaithful (52%), if she disobeys 
her husband (48%) and if she doesn’t complete housework (26%).164 Wife 
beating is not considered as an abuse but rather a sign of affection and love. And 
only 34% of interviewees believed that it is unacceptable to beat a woman under 
any circumstances. Between 10-20% of female respondents believed that 
women do not have a right to refuse sex to their husband under any 
circumstances, even if she is sick, does not want, or if the husband is drunk or 
mistreats her. Moreover, the rates of controlling behavior in urban Tanzania are 
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the highest out of all the eleven countries that participated in the WHO study165. 
Almost 90% of women reported at least one of the following controlling 
behaviors: limiting wive’s contact with friends or family; insisting on knowing 
where the wife is at all times; getting angry if the wife speaks with other men; 
often accusing her of being unfaithful; and controlling her access to health care. 
Although controlling behaviors and emotional abuse do not cause physical harm 
directly, they diminish a woman’s self-worth and limit her access to resources 
and social support, making it very difficult to seek and/or obtain assistance when 
needed.  

Tanzania was among few other countries in the WHO study that showed 
high rates of non-partner physical and sexual violence, where every fifth woman 
reported two or more perpetrators.166 Fathers, other male and female family 
members, and teachers were often named among the perpetrators.  
 

VII. Media 
 

The literature reviewed on Tanzania did not seem to have information in 
regard to media’s relationship to VAW. A UNFPA (2006) tool-book states that in 
many countries, the media are keen to cover stories on VAW partly because of 
the sensational nature of the topic. Depending on how the stories are written they 
could perpetuate societal views that reinforce violence against women. In Kenya, 
for instance, gender – biased portrayal of women by the media was one of the 
problems identified in a report on VAW in that country.167 The negative portrayal 
of women in the media seems to have been the case in Tanzania in 1987 when 
12 women journalist and a broadcaster came together to form The Tanzania 
Media Women’s Association (TAMWA). According to the background history of 
TAMWA, these 12 women were strongly opposed to the way the media portrayed 
women in Tanzania.   
 

Although, there is no information available on the impact of TAMWA’s 
activities on the media’s portray of women, there is evidence in the region that 
the media can play an important role in ending VAW.  In Kenya for example “in 
response to heavy media attention on the issue of violence against women 
created as part of the UNIFEM- led regional campaign, the Kenyan Parliament 
adopted in 2000 the country’s first legislation on domestic violence”. (OMCT, 
2003).   
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