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Violence against Women: Translating Rhetoric into Action

Bonn, 23 November 2009. Ten years ago the United Nations General Assembly designated 25
November as the International Day for the Elimination of Violence against Women. On this
occasion, | am reminded of a conversation | once had in Accra that left a profound impact on my
perception of what domestic life for women could be and how far along Ghana is, in translating
UN rhetoric into reality.

In front of me sat Susan L., former programme manager of the Ark Foundation, an organization
that offers marginalized and abused women a refuge of safety. She calmly explained how she
once supervised the crisis centre, legal centre and shelter for abused women for the organi-
zation. According to Susan L., domestic violence, comprising of physical, emotional and psy-
chological abuse were the most common types of cases that she encountered at work. She
clarified that domestic abuse to women come in a variety of forms, ranging from as simple as
non-communication imposed by the husband, to heavy physical aggression requiring hospi-
talization. Between spouses, domestic abuse could arise from the one-sided arbitrary aggres-
sion of the husband, to misunderstandings regarding the wife’s economic or social achievement
that perhaps went beyond his own capacities. Ghanaian men prefer to be the head of the
household, she said, and husbands fear that when wives are economically empowered, society
will judge them as incapable and not in-charge.

Sadly, in Ghana, women who experienced severe injuries related to violence (including violence
perceived by society as shameful such as rape or sodomy) still have to pay the hospital to ob-
tain medical treatment. If the victims do not have the financial means to pay for the treatment,
hospitals reserve the right to turn them away. The Ark Foundation encountered several in-
stances when women went to the police station to report physical abuse from their husbands,
only to be turned away by law enforcement officers with the advice to settle the issue privately
with her spouse.

After independence, Ghana was party and signatory to several international agreements that
recognized women'’s significant contribution to economic development, provided equal oppor-
tunities for women to empower them, and condemned all forms of human rights violations
against women, including physical abuse. As in most of Africa, however, Ghanaian society
regards women’s reproductive and domestic responsibility desirable above all other traits.
Although gender parity in primary and secondary education in Ghana is one of the highest in
Sub Saharan Africa, young women leave the educational system in response to social pressure
regarding marriage and childbearing. Thus, even if Ghanaian women belong among the more
socially and economically privileged people in Sub-Saharan Africa, empowered women who go
against the grain are tempting domestic abuse.

In July 2009, two weeks before my trip to Ghana, US President Barack Obama was on a
diplomatic trip to Accra to highlight American support for the country’s efforts on good
governance and emphasise the correlation between strong accountable institutions and
economic prosperity. However, from what | heard from Susan L., it appears as if modern
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Ghanaian women still need to make a choice between participating actively and productively in
the economy (risking violence from the husband or the family) and remaining subordinate or
domestic. This appears to contradict the accepted outlook of researchers and policymakers
worldwide that economic prosperity also brings forth progress in defining women'’s role in the
family and society.

Part of the problem lies in Ghana’s dual legal system. Ghanaian constitution provides for the
recognition of customary law alongside common law. Unfortunately, when customary law pro-
vides the immediate family with the right to rectify the women in case she fails to fulfil repro-
ductive and domestic expectations, then the constitution has indirectly underscored one basis
for violence against women. Economics Nobel Laureate Oliver Williamson argued that norms
and practices that evolve within society are so powerful that they take precedence over regu-
lation. This means that Ghana needs to re-think its position with regard to which set of laws take
primacy in the country and what expectations does Ghanaian society have from its women.

In his state visit, US President Obama also hailed Ghana as a role model for other African
countries in observing the rule of law. True enough, there are now legal alternatives in the
country where women could turn to for help in case of domestic abuse. The “Domestic Violence
against Women Act” that recognizes all forms of spousal abuse as a criminal deed punishable
by law was recently passed by the government. Once the new “Spousal Bill” is passed, it will
make it legally unlawful for a husband to throw out his wife and devoid her of marital posses-
sions on the basis of dissatisfaction with her domestic accomplishments alone. Following the
statements of eloquent Mr. Obama, | enjoin the Ghanaian government and other governments
of the world to continue to recognize violence against women as a social ill and to strive to
protect them with the rule of law even in the face of resistance from deep-rooted traditional
gender biases.
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