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GENDER BASED VIOLENCE –
SOME SUGGESTIONS FOR GUIDING ACTION

FORUT

SRI LANKA

Introduction

Several actions to reduce gender based violence are already well under way, and nearly all of these are effective.  We need to disseminate such measures more widely while we keep adding to the collection of things that we know to be useful.  The intent of this paper is to suggest new tactics to put to the test, new ways to implement existing approaches and the indicators we could use to assess benefits.

What is and isn’t (gender based) violence 
Violence has a broad set of meanings and ‘gender based violence’ too can mean different things based on the meaning attached to the word ‘violence’.  In this paper the meaning will be restricted to physical attacks, intimidation or threats and conditions that result in people living in fear of such attacks or threats.  It will therefore exclude a whole other assortment of violent treatments.  

A woman who gets paid less than a man for doing the identical tasks, because of her sex, is subject to a form of gender based violence too.  Or the fact that women provide far more ‘unpaid’ work for family and social functioning and wellbeing than men do, may be seen as a form of social violence.  Such ‘structural’ forms of violence are excluded from this paper, important though they are, as they do not fall within its expected scope.  This is in no way to suggest that structural violence is unimportant.
The vastly larger part of gender based violence happens within households, within families.  ‘Domestic violence’ was therefore a term that was used for intra-family violence against women, but ‘gender based violence’ now encompasses domestic violence.  At an even earlier time, the name was ‘wife battering’.  Although ‘domestic violence’ and ‘gender based violence’ do not specify who is being violent to whom, the assumption is that these generally refer to violence perpetrated by men on women and not vice versa. 
The term 'gender-based violence' (GBV) is used to distinguish violence that targets individuals or groups of individuals on the basis of their gender from other forms of violence.  Gender is one from of a power relationship which put men and women in to two different positions within a same society. Based on the social, cultural construction of masculinity and the femininity in a given society the power relationship changes and the leads to inequality and discrimination. Since in most of the societies, including Sri Lankan society the power imbalance due to the gender relationships and roles  that are being practiced at household, community and political level, women holds a secondary or a subordinated position compared to men. This in turn leads to use of power and control over women both physically and mentally. This is manifested through the use of violence on women based on the gendered position within their households or communities. Therefore we need to understand GBV within the context of girls and women’s subordinated position within the society.  It has become even more pronounced in conflict and post-conflict states.
Approaches to reducing gender based violence

We can devise methods to reduce gender based violence starting from a single family and going on to whole populations.  In all of these there is content or strategy as well as a process of creating change, or putting strategy into practice.

How can gender based violence be reduced most effectively?  The methods to do this and our way of analysing and understanding what needs to be done is one aspect of our efforts.  This can be classified as content.  We may want to change a particular attitude that contributes to gender based violence, for example.  In our activities we should see how to change this particular attitude and how to measure whether it is changing.  These are matters of content.
Even if there is no particular content and the intervention is simply a social movement against gender based violence, with no model or understanding of how to reduce it, there will still be some good results.  Just the mobilization of interest produces some level of change and the process itself creates its own way of addressing the problem.  Many social interventions work in this way, whether it is to reduce gender based violence, alcohol problems, child abuse or local corruption.  People do things with no real idea of how to achieve results, but they still do achieve results.  Because the process or social move is itself a contributor to success we should learn how to create and monitor this as well.   

Some kinds of intervention are focussed on larger populations.  There can be actions that governments take to reduce violence.  Preventing gender based violence can be translated thus into national policy.  The Prevention of Domestic Violence Act, which was adopted by the Parliament of Sri Lanka in 2005, is an example of good and effective policy action.  We can have policies that apply to an organization or a workplace too.  Forut’s own guidelines on gender policy include a section on gender based violence.  Getting such effective policies in place and making them work is one component of action to reduce gender based violence.  Another is to get action in families and groups or communities – which will be the focus of the rest of this paper. 

Reducing gender based violence – planning  
A sensible strategy to follow in plans to address gender based violence is to first work out the main contributors to it.  What factors lead to the occurrence of gender based violence, to its continued prevalence or to a tendency to make it get worse?  Making this analysis increasingly accurate will lead to more effective responses.  At the same time we should remember that social action, even with no attempt to analyse the contributors, also leads to at least some positive results.
Working out contributors 
Action to reduce gender based violence can be taken by a variety of agents from national policymakers to individuals.  In all levels of response, one useful early task is to think about and analyse the contributors to gender based violence.  Interested people should spend at least a little time figuring out why gender based violence occurs, what makes it worse, what can minimize it and so on.  Observation, analysis and discussion of the causes or factors to be addressed in minimizing violence are also actions.

Let’s begin this right now.  Before going on to read the rest of this document, let’s pause to reflect on what we think are the main determinants of gender based violence.  We can put this paper aside for a minute and think about the determinants as they apply to a particular community that we know, or which we are part of.  Working out our own list before reading further will be a useful exercise.  So work out your own mental list of the main contributors to gender based violence now, before you proceed.
A list of possible contributors is provided below.  This list is intended mainly as a stimulus to start thinking about matters.  It is not necessarily an accurate list for all communities.  We can compare the contributors that we have already thought about with the items in this list.  Based on our knowledge of a given setting or community we can delete, change or add to the suggestions in the following list.  The contributors listed are intended as a starting point for discussion.

Here then are some suggestions on why gender based violence happens or persists: 

· Gender stereotyping or gender inequalities as the root cause

Analyse the contributors  related to gender inequality as the root causes of  Gender Based violence

Eg: 1 

girl’s and women’s gender identity which stems from socially constructed gender roles and relationships and values attached to them – punish women who step out of line or do not adhere to socially accepted roles appropriate for women

Eg :1

Male superiority /domination

Socialization of boys and men- glorification of aggressive behavior for men/ witnessing men’s violence against women and girls 

Eg: 3 

Greater access and control of resources by men- which keeps women in their place
Some other aspects;

· Social approval or social encouragement of such violence
· Absence of any deterrent to violence

· Women on average being physically weaker than men
· Preventive efforts being undermined by a few

· Emphasis being mainly on helping victims and not on prevention

· Emphasis being mainly on punishing perpetrators and not on prevention

· Prevention efforts focussing only on one segment of the population

· The feeling among others in a community or neighbourhood that they may not intrude in a private or family matter

· The reluctance of those subject to violence to report it because of shame

· Active pressure or threats that prevent violence being reported

· Continued pressure on those subject to violence to accept it, to give the perpetrator yet another chance or to compromise repeatedly
· Accepting the excuse that alcohol use has led to the violent behaviour 
· Perpetrators openly reporting or boasting about previous instances of abusing others – for example in drinking settings
· The perception that violence is commonplace or the norm 
· Some individuals being prone to habitual violence

· Some individuals who are subject to violence colluding by provoking known abusive persons 

· Blaming the person who is subject to violence as having provoked the abuser

· Lack of local social reprimands for individuals who are abusive 

· Failure to recognize the extent of violence 

· Failure to recognize the severity of trauma and suffering that violence inflicts

Let’s debate these and change them according to our collective opinion and then match them with our own offers and produce our list of locally relevant contributors.  We can try to set them in some order of importance or priority.  
The next step is to see which of the contributors on our list can be modified.  Which of the contributors in our list are useful to address?  The basis for this decision is the relative importance or size of the contributor concerned and the potential for change.  There may be some factors that we think are major contributors, which we still must accept if we cannot think of a way to make change it.  There may also be factors that we can readily change but still choose to ignore because it is too minor a contributor to bother about.
Working out means of responding
The desire to do something about gender based violence often arises when we hear about someone being abused.  And we then act immediately to help the sufferer or to prevent further abuse.  Or we may move to have the abuser punished or restricted.  Rarely do we have time to think about the best way of achieving even this kind of limited objective.  How to prevent gender based violence in a particular setting is even less often considered. 
At the same time as we act because something demands an urgent response, we have to find some time to think about the different options available.  We must make our efforts efficient.  The importance of thinking and planning, as well as reviewing what we have achieved so far, is even greater when we want to reduce the occurrence of gender based violence in a community or given population.  An essential part of this planning is to work out our indicators to judge whether our efforts are bearing fruit.  We should really not act, unless in an emergency response, until we have even the most tentative of plans and the indicators that we can use to judge progress. 

A plan of action
There is no plan of action that can work for all settings.  Plans have to be designed to address local realities.  But there are some principles that can guide our planning.  

a.  Creating a community wide move to stop tolerating gender based violence

We have already noted that a ‘counter force’ in a community can reduce any problem, even with no strategic planning or analysis of how to achieve results.  So we can simply start a move to draw attention to the occurrence of gender based violence and generally create a social trend to reduce the acceptance of it.  Even here there is an obligation to measure the change we achieve.

In this case our planned actions have to be geared to making the community less accepting of gender based violence.  What we need to measure is the level of acceptance or rejection of gender based violence in the chosen community.  So we must work out a means for examining whether the acceptance of gender based violence is now coming down, as we do things to achieve this end.  We can then check whether the actual number of incidents or threats, or the fear or vulnerability that people feel, also diminishes with increasing social rejection or condemnation of violence.
b.  Addressing determinants of gender based violence
In this instance the planning is a little more complicated.  But it is likely to lead to more efficient interventions and to more sustained results.  To improve our chances of success we should determine the main contributors to gender based violence in the areas that we work.  The first step in our planning then is to see how we work out the most significant contributors to gender based violence.  How can we do this?

One method is to look at what others have found.  A few examples of studies in Sri Lanka are given in the suggested reading list at the end.  There were suggestions in a previous section of this paper too.  And we can discuss among ourselves and people in the communities that we work in what we all agree are the biggest contributors. 
If the factors that contribute to gender based violence are all discussed openly and widely, that alone is likely to make their negative impact less.  A powerful contributor to the success of community efforts is this process of unmasking the many factors that encourage it.  Making them explicit renders them less powerful.  If for example we recognize as a community that making light of violence or even joking about it is a contributor, we are more likely to desist from doing so subsequently.  It may even lead to people noticing that a few individuals consistently make light hearted banter about violence against women.  This recognition should eventually result in such persons being less inclined to continue the practice. 
Once we decide that we want to address a set of chosen determinants or contributors we have to share this with as many members of our communities as possible and try to figure out how we can change these.  And we can move on to discussing ways to measure progress, which is the more difficult task.  When we have decided upon the contributors that we wish to address and how to measure changes in these, we implement our planned action.  This kind of planning and discussion are in themselves a major part of the intervention.

In trying to create the desired changes in our communities we should have only tentative plans of action.  There can be no fixed steps that we implement rigidly.  We will keep modifying our plans according to the feedback we get as we continue to assess the ongoing results of our actions.

Implementing action 
Selecting determinants to address

Action along the lines suggested is not too difficult once we have spent a little time in discussing and analysing how we hope to achieve our goal.  The main outcome of these discussions has to be our conclusions on what factors contribute most strongly to gender based violence in our community.  In many instances, people don’t really come up with suggestions until someone offers examples.  So we need to give our own examples for people to think about.
For successful action to result, people must see that the suggested contributors are relevant to their setting too.  Such decisions are best reached by keeping a dialogue going among members of the community.  After a few rounds of conversation with a few members, the ideas shared tend to spread among the rest of the community too.  The next step is to start discussing how we may address the selected determinants.
Addressing selected determinants I
We shall have to take as examples some of the contributors listed previously, for the purposes of our discussion here.  Let’s say that the following factors were selected as the most important contributors in a given community.
1. The feeling among people that they have no right to intervene, even when they know of serious abuse, because it is a private or ‘family matter’. 
2. The encouragement to abuse due to the idea that the perpetrator is not really to 
blame, because he had consumed alcohol before the event.
How can we reduce the power of these contributors?  The first of these two is more difficult to deal with than the second.  None of us would like to have others interfering in our family matters.  So the feeling that we should not interfere even if there is abuse happening in some other family is widespread.  People who inflict violence within the family are thereby ‘protected’ from negative responses from the rest of society.  The second contributor, the ‘permission’ to be violent after consuming alcohol, is easier to counter.  It has already been achieved successfully in several communities.  So we should find it easier to deal with this factor, because we can learn from the experience of others.
Starting to discuss a particular contributor that we want to address is a step towards changing it.  If we want to address gender based violence that happens mostly in the privacy of homes, we have to make this the subject of shared attention.  We may not find a method to intrude into private family matters.  But we can discuss how to overcome this obstacle to reducing gender based violence in our community.  Then we can as a community start working out our answers.  Similarly, we can try to figure out ways to disallow alcohol use being accepted as an excuse for violence.

Addressing selected determinants II

Generating discussion within the community about how to address these determinants is itself an action.  It leads to the determinant being addressed simply by having attention drawn to it.  A second action is to assess how strong the determinant is.  Measurement can also serve as a means of stimulating change.  When we assess the present situation and provide feedback, people begin to recognize a feature about their community that they had not previously noticed.

How can we assess the severity or intensity of factors such as the two that we have selected?  If we take the first, the task is to see how we can measure the strength of the feeling or opinion that we cannot do anything to prevent gender based violence because it is a family matter.  One way to assess this is to ask people how strongly they feel that any abuse inside a family has to be allowed to continue because it is a private matter for that particular family.  When we have the answers of several people we can provide feedback to our community that this is what we collectively think.
Let’s say that we find that the majority in our community feels that we should not interfere when there is violence within the family as it violates the family’s right to privacy and that people who abuse others after consuming alcohol are not to be blamed because they are not really conscious of what they do.

Addressing selected determinants III

If we have determined that these impressions contribute to the occurrence of gender based violence, the challenge now is how to change these opinions.  One strategy is to let people see what the general opinion is, and guide them to recongize how this contributes to the maintenance of gender based violence.  People then have to figure out how to overcome this influence in order to reduce violence.  Should we allow violence to continue, if no family member asks for help, even if we can very well see it happening?  Is it correct to accept alcohol use as a reason to free a person of responsibility for nasty or violent behaviour?

We can gradually take this kind of dialogue further.  We can ask, for example, whether there are no circumstances under which outsiders may intervene when they know of violence within somebody’s home?  And people may then begin to see that there are circumstances that do call for a response.  Similarly, is it not an encouragement to violence to allow those who have consumed alcohol to abuse others with impunity?  We may note that people who abuse others after drinking alcohol rarely select their targets indiscriminately.  It appears that they exert a fair degree of discrimination about whom to attack or abuse after drinking.
A further step in this kind of dialogue may be that some members of the community decide that we should see how to stop violence within families, or how to refuse people who have consumed alcohol the freedom to misbehave.  More direct action then begins to flow.  One step maybe that a few people start to say publicly that we should not allow violence within households or that those who have consumed alcohol should no longer be allowed to get away with indecent behaviour.  The change in public perception or mood is thereby gradually converted to small actions.

Work Sheet 1
REDUCING UNFAIR PRIVILEGES ATTACHED TO THE USE OF ALCOHOL 

Working out the privileges

ACTION

1.  Let us work out the privileges given to alcohol-users.

RESULTS EXPECTED:

1.  We recognize privileges given to alcohol users

POINTS TO BE NOTED:

We are familiar with the process now.  First, let us improve our own  understanding.

What are the privileges attached to alcohol use?  Let us ask ourselves the question and see what answers we come up with.  Let us not just go on reading this Work Sheet.  We should think of the answers first, and only then move on.

The main privilege given for alcohol use is freedom from responsibility.

Some kinds of freedom from responsibility are good fun.  They may not cause any real harm to others.  There are for example , times when we feel too embarrassed or too shy to do something.  It is embarrassing for instance to sing in a group or to give a speech.  In such situations, we feel more confident if we have had a drink.  Then if our performance is unsatisfactory, we can blame it on the alcohol.  

People say they get ‘courage’ after drinking the.  The real effect of alcohol may not be to give courage.  It may simply be that we know that we have consumed alcohol.  People sometimes say. “ I know that I can get away with poor performance when others know that I have consumed alcohol.  Even if I am the only person who knows that I have consumed alcohol that too can be enough.  I have an ‘excuse’ for poor performance, within me.  I can later tell others if necessary.”  We should work out examples where it is a good excuse to know that we have ‘had a drink’.

Such freedom is liberating. We do not have to be anxious  about others looking at us critically.  We may feel that the only problem is that such freedom is not given when we have not consumed alcohol.  People who generally do not consume alcohol are not allowed this freedom.  This is unfair.

There are other ‘soft’ privileges.  Certain kinds of foods are given as accompaniments with alcohol.  In some social settings there are special ‘bites’ provided only to the alcohol-drinking circle and not to others.

There are other apparently harmless liberties given for consuming alcohol.  Talking loudly, using ‘obscene’ or indecent words, making sexual advances to others are all examples.  All these are pleasant for the person doing it and they are not criticized later.  But there are different examples of ‘freedom from responsibility’, which are more harmful to others.

Work Sheet 2

REDUCING UNFAIR PRIVILEGES ATTACHED TO THE USE OF ALCOHOL

Working out unfair privileges

ACTION:

1.  Let us work out if some of the privileges given for alcohol consumption are unfair.

RESULTS EXPECTED 

We can decide whether there are privileges that should be counteracted.

POINTS TO BE NOTED:

Some people become violent after the use of alcohol.  They are not really given approval to be violent.  But it somehow ‘happens’, and violence after alcohol consumption is not taken too seriously.  An ‘unofficial’ freedom seems to operate.

This unofficial freedom is mostly used to victimize people who are weak.

Let us list the number of times we have seen someone being aggressive to another, after the use of alcohol.  In many communities, wives and children are the commonest victims.  Why is this so?

Incidents where a stronger person is attacked catch attention.  So we remember them readily.  Daily incidents where weaker people are victimized are less noticed.  Aggression is not only shown  in physical violence.  Verbal aggression is even more common.  Let us look at who is ‘selected’ as target for aggression.

We have examples from the previous Work Sheet, and here, of privileges that are given to us if we use alcohol. Do we feel any of these are unfair? If so, we can decide to address them.

Work sheet 3
REDUCING UNFAIR PRIVILEGES ATTACHED TO THE USE OF ALCOHOL 

Addressing unfair privileges

ACTION:

1.  Let us change the privileges attached to alcohol consumption, which we think are unfair.

RESULTS EXPECTED:

1.  One form of injustice in our community is reduced.

POINTS TO BE NOTED:

What did we feel were the unfair privileges attached to the use of alcohol?  Whatever we chose from the ideas in the last two Work Sheets, we start addressing them now.  Let us follow the process that we are familiar with.

First, we find out by discussion what the community already feels about this.  We can look at the notes from our initial assessment too.  Then we help people recognize the community is present opinion and make them aware of the community’s perception.

Next, we gently question these and see if people are happy with the current state of the community.  If they are not, we can show them how to challenge and question current opinions and behaviours.

We shall keep monitoring any changes that occur.  We should now try to get people in our community to monitor things too.  Improvement is worth pointing out to others and it is a reason for complimenting ourselves.  If there are major changes, there is reason to celebrate.  For example, if we know that victimization of the weak has come down significantly that is a great achievement.  The people who should be most complimented are those who have stopped their previous practice of abusing others.

If there is not enough progress we look again at how we had set about our task.  We can re-read the Work Sheets on this subject.  We can ask a few others what else we should do.  Did we move too fast? Did we fail to engage people who use alcohol as a ‘weapon’? Let us try approaching totally different people.  We can even try to give the challenge of changing this ‘misbehaviour’ to those who misbehave.

Let us monitor the progress on removing the more serious injustices caused by alcohol, while we work on other issue too.  We take up the next issue of addressing users who need to quit or reduce their use of alcohol.

