[image: image1.png]


Violence against women and the role of Culture in Sierra Leone
Prepared and presented by:
Mrs. Josephine Smits

Chairlady Wanda Foundation

Valkenswaard, The Netherlands

  Topic: Violence against women and the role of culture in Sierra Leone
1. Introduction
 This workshop handout on Violence against women and the role of culture in Sierra Leone focuses on the nature of gender-based violence with customs and traditions as contributing factors. It Presents gender violence from the Sierra Leone perspective and examines the common gender-based violence sexual violence, Domestic violence, trafficking in women and girls and the victimization of mothers for children’s unruly behaviors. Customs and traditions are backed by the governing customary laws in the country to influence decisions on the gender discrimination are discussed.  The total commitment of the international community, the government of Sierra Leone and women groups in the country to help stop this heinous crime and create an environment of empowerment for women and girls is recommended.      
2. Gender violence and Culture
In Sierra Leone, domestic violence, rape and other sexual abuse and female genital mutilation are of special concern. 

But most of the gender issues of Sierra Leone have close justification from the culture of the people. In the first place the Sierra Leonean woman believes and accepts the superiority of the man and so from the word go we begin to see differences in the up bringing of the male and female children. Preference is given to the boy at the detriment of the girl. The boy is sent to school while the girl is kept at home to do the house hold chores. Every encouragement is given to the male child while the girl is neglected.

Majority of the gender violence issues begin to show at marriage. There is no clearly defined system of marriage in most parts of the country. There are the: traditional or customary marriage; the arranged marriage; the tap-to-me marriage and quite recently the bush wife marriage in addition to the Christian and Muslim marriages which are gradually taking root. All of these marriages with the exception of the last two have no solid foundation based on laws and so they are always almost plagued with problems in which the women suffer most.  Except for the few educated ones, the illiterate majority believe in the culture of silence and the supremacy of the husband. They subject themselves to any form of treatment the husband gives.
2a. Sexual Violence 

Sexual violence against women and girls was widespread during the 12 years of Sierra Leone civil conflicts. The most common violence used against women and girls included  individual and gang rape, sexual assault with objects, sexual slavery and  abduction of women and girls forced bondage to male combatants in slavery-like conditions often accompanied by forced labor.  Sexual violence was a common weapon to terrorize, humiliate, punish and control women and girls during the course of the civil wars.
In post war Sierra Leone rape has increased, especially of children, according to the Sierra Leone Police, Family Support Unit (FSU), which is responsible for investigating abuses of women's and children's rights. 

According to the FSU recent report, 65 percent of rape cases reported to the police in 2006 involved teenage girls under the age of 18, while a report by the United States State Department in the same year found that rape was underreported, and indictments rare. 
 Early April this year, a mass demonstration was organized by the Ministry of Social Welfare, Gender and Children's Affairs in conjunction with more than 30 women's rights advocacy groups to protest against sexual violence which has often been linked to HIV/AIDS among women in this postwar Sierra Leone.  
Hundreds of women and girls in Sierra Leone are victims of this invisible war crime ‘sexual violence and rape’ which they will not speak publicly about. 
UNAIDS has also estimated that HIV prevalence in Sierra Leone at 1.5 percent, with the government indicating that approximately 50,000 people are infected

Radhika Coomaraswamy, UN Human Rights Commission Special Rapporteur on Violence against Women in August 2001 remarked: “seventy-two percent of Sierra Leonean women had experienced human rights abuses and over fifty percent had been victims of sexual violence”.

2b. Domestic Violence 

At least one in every three women has been beaten, coerced into sex, or abused in some other way, usually by an intimate partner or family member, according to a new report by the United Nations Population Fund, UNFPA. 

The systematic violence against women is condoned or at least tolerated a certain amount of violence against women in many cultures. 
In Sierra Leone under its customary laws, as a case in point gives men right to discipline their wives as they see fit. The right of a husband to beat or physically intimidate his wife is a deeply held conviction among the local population.
In Sierra Leone domestic violence is also justified by gender norms like in many countries. Things that are common to  trigger violent responses against women and girls include: not obeying the husband, talking back, refusing sex, not having food ready on time, failing to care for the children or home, questioning the man about money or girlfriends or going somewhere without his permission.
Another report from the US State department recently released revealed that a reluctance to pursue justice for women, combined with limited economic opportunities, created a culture of impunity for perpetrating violence against women in Sierra Leone.  Women remained silent about these systematic violence against them for the fear of being stigmatized in their own communities when they admit that they have been sexually abused. 

President Ahmed Tejan Kabbah of Sierra Leone during the International Women’s Day commemoration in late March this year admitted:  “women, men, boys and girls suffered the consequences of brutal wars, women and girls paid an especially heavy toll. Again in what appears to be a pattern, women and girls are particularly affected because of their status in society and their sexuality. They were prime targets and became vulnerable to all forms of violence including murder, torture, rape, forced pregnancy, sexual slavery, enforced prostitution and trafficking.”

2c.Trafficking in women, girls 
Trafficking of women and girls violate basic human rights and it poses challenges to women’s ability to participate fully in society. 
Sierra Leone is no exception to the scourge of trafficking of women for sexual exploitation for abroad and other African countries. 
The absence of specific legislation to address trafficking hampers the protection of affected persons and the prosecution of offenders. 

The United Nations has recently estimated that has estimated that 700,000 people are trafficked into forced labor and forced prostitution around the world each year.

Women and girls who intend  to seek better lives and opportunities outside  their countries are in most instances trapped in debt bondage, forced labor, and slavery-like conditions. 
Multiple mothering is among the things that form the Sierra Leonean culture. Hence under aged children are most often asked for by relatives who have made fortune in cities and big towns with the view to raising such children up only for them to perform child labour. Most of these children could be seen in cities like Freetown, Bo Makeni and Kenema roaming the streets selling wares. The children end up not learning anything. As they move about the streets they become targets of rape and sexual abuse.

2d. Mothers victimized for children’s behaviors 
Mothers of child soldier are also one the victims of gender-based violence in Sierra Leone. They were blamed for their children voluntary conscription into the armed groups. Some unfortunate mothers were labeled as ‘mothers of rebels’ and stigmatized while some were mercilessly beaten and abused by government soldiers.  This kind of violence has adverse psycho-social effects that forces mothers to becoming social outcasts. 
3. Customs and traditions as contributing factors to violence

Violence against women of Africa at large and Sierra Leone specifically is not a novelty. It is imbedded in the way of life of the people and so it is not strange to see a man brutalizing his spouse. In the first place, the African woman is regarded by her husband as an article or property for his use, hence the bride price he is asked to pay for her as part of the customary law of marriage. On that day he assumes full responsibility to look after her.

This is what the Culture of the people dictates. It comprises the arts, customs and traditions a nation, people, or group must obey to the letter.

Marriage is very symbolic and highly placed among Sierra Leonean; hence an adult male of female who is not married is frowned at. The most important dream of every grown up Sierra Leonean especially of the women’s folk is to be married to escape the contemptible reference in Krio, the lingua franca of the people, “Rare Gyal” meaning a prostitute
3a Sande and Bundo secret societies 
Female genital mutilation (FGM) which is widely practiced on women and girls in Sierra Leone is one of the key activities of Sande and Bundo secret societies. FGM is generally practiced by all classes, including the educated elite.  Secret Societies like the Sande and Bundo where girls are forced to go through certain rituals such as puberty rites are also widely practiced in Sierra Leone by all Christian and Muslim and other ethnic groups, with the exception of the Krios who live in the western region. 
The girls of the secret societies are taught to be submissive to their husbands. Traditional dances and annual feast are part of the rituals. It is reported that the 85 percent of women and girls in Sierra Leone are members of this secret societies.
3b. Discrimination against women in Customary Laws legal system.

Customary Laws discriminate against women in Sierra Leone in different ways. For instance, with regards to marriages under customary law there is no limit to the number of wives a man may marry and there is no fixed minimum age for marriage. Also the husband gives his approval for the marriage whereas in a number of cases, the woman’s consent is not necessary.

Proceedings for a customary law divorce may be initiated through a local court by either the husband or wife and out of the local court system, only by the husband himself. The woman is considered as her husband’s property and can be inherited by other family members upon the death of the husband.

Under customary law women are not only discriminated against in the distribution of property but may themselves be considered property and therefore be taken along with the other properties.

3c.Widow inheritance

Under Sierra Leone customary laws women have no right to inherit from their husbands, are not regarded as sharing ownership of marital property, are excluded from ownership of land, and are almost without remedy upon divorce.

Advertently, woman's place under the customary laws in is decidedly subordinate. The governing customary law of Sierra Leone does not protect women in the areas in which they suffer the most, such as marriage, divorce, inheritance, and other matters of personal and customary law. The unequal role, status, and rights of women are evident in the area of marriage and family relations.

3d. Discrimination and exclusion from authority

Another graphic example of the role of culture of some of the ethnic groups of Sierra Leone in violence against women is their discrimination and exclusion from positions of trust. This is very common among the ethnic groups of the Northern region of Sierra Leone where it is a taboo for a woman to become ruler. To them a woman is to be led and not to lead. It is a different case when we consider the South and Eastern regions where women have been held and still continue to hold responsible positions in their areas. Few examples are : the late Madam Yoko of the Kpa Mende tribe, Madam Ella Kobolo Gbulama, all of the Moyamba District in the south ; Madam Mamawa Benya; of the Kenema District in the East.

4. Conclusion
Given the widespread nature of sexual abuse within the Sierra Leonean conflict and seeing some traditional practices as contributing factors, Wanda believes that the following recommendations must be implemented to help address women's rights, including women's rights to equality and empowerment that support sustainability.
a. Government and international Community initiatives
The government of Sierra Leone must show the political will to address gender-based violence. We also need help and commitment from international humanitarian organizations to support community based programs to address health issues for women resulting from sexual violence.  The government of Sierra Leone must try to scale the balance between different cultural practices with the protection of the fundamental human rights to equality of the sexes.

We must ensure that perpetrators of gender-violence; rape, assault, sexual slavery among others must have their days in court.
b. Financial Literacy and economic Empowerment of Women.

 I think that if women are actively supported in terms of their civil rights (through appropriate education and awareness raising) the problem of violence will be reduced. In this regard, we propose a comprehensive program/project on Financial Literacy and Economic empowerment through the establishment of SME (small and medium Enterprises) in agricultural sector and basic commodities. Such programs must be launched with adequate turning sustainability and continuity. Women ownership and control over the envisaged enterprise is paramount for success. Entrepreneurship training, provision of micro-credit, market development and leadership management are the required building stones for women to gainfully reclaim their social and economic position at household and community level. This in my view goes a long way to defend and guarantee their basic rights and to be protected from undue violence.

c. Stichting Wanda women empowerment project
 The main cause of violence against women is the fact that power and influences are distributed unequally between men and women. Equality does not exist until women are represented at all policy or decision-making levels. If women are to achieve equality, if they are to exercise influence, if they are to be elected to important organisations it is necessary that they will be properly educated.

Therefore setting up vocational training centers for victims of gender- based violence in Sierra Leone is one of the Wanda Foundation proposed projects. 
In trying to achieve our goals the local community and companies stand central in initiating and implementing these projects. We want to equip to females with technical skills that will help them make sustainable and decent living. Our center will provide training that will also make female utilize their abilities in the process of national development. At the moment we are looking for donors for our project. We will wholeheartedly welcome any support with regards to our female vocational training center. I am honored to inform that within a couple of days Stitching Wanda will be having a ground breaking ceremony for a improved primary school in Dia, Kailahun District in the eastern Province in Sierra Leone, with almost 600 students.

We appreciate the opportunity that was given to us to contribute to the issue of violence against women.  The Wanda Foundation is looking forward to be part of the team of CORDAID that is planning to research the gender violence in Sierra Leone. 
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