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Violence against women - The
Human Rights Perspective
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Invest in Women: Accelerating
progress through poverty
Reduction in Sri Lanka
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Violence against women
The Human Rjghts Perspective

P.H. Sashika Chamali Ariyawansa
Human Rights Officer
Human Rights Commission of Sri Lanka

“Every women has the right to be free from violence in both the public and
private spheres”. Violence against women is one of the most pervasive yet
hidden forms of human rights abuses throughout the world. Without freedom
from violence we are unable to enjoy other human rights. Women suffer from
physical and mental violence in the home, the workplace and the community. We
will only be free and equal to enjoy our human rights when society, governments
and the international community act together to say “NO” to violence.

Gender-basedviolenceis defined asviolence that reflects the existingasymmetry
in the power relations between men and women and that perpetuates the
subordination and devaluation of the female as opposed to the male. This
violence exists within the framework of the patriarchy as a symbolic system
that engenders an array of day-to-day practices which deny women their rights
and reproduce the existing imbalance and inequity between the sexes. The
difference between this kind of violence and other forms of aggression and
coercion lies in the fact that in this case the risk factor or source of vulnerability
is the mere fact of being a woman.

The first recognition of violence against women as a human rights problem- by
the CEDAW committee developed alongside feminist readings of international
human rights law. Modern international human rights law developed in
the years following World War Il (1939-1945) as a response to catastrophic
violence perpetrated by States against their own citizens, as well as civilians
of the States they were fighting against. At first, there was more focus on civil
and political rights - the right to life, the right not to be tortured, the right to
liberty, and the right to a fair trial. The human rights framework began with
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the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (GA Resolution 217A), a resolution
of the United Nations General Assembly, and was developed subsequently
through international and regional treaties and resolutions. The human rights
law framework sought to bind States to legal obligations to not violate human
rights of individuals, and was not considered initially to bind the activities of
private individuals with respect to the way they treat each other.

Violence against women is a social problem. Among these problems, Sexual
violence comprising the major chunk of violence against women is a universal
but an invisible phenomenon. So much is the prevalence of sexual violence
that women's physical, mental and sexual integrity ever remain at the risk
for survival, in all societies in all regions of the world. Sexual violence is the
most extreme and effective forms of patriarchal control, which simultaneously
damages and constrains women's lives and individual and collective resistance
among women. The occurrence of sexual violence is at the heart of the struggle
over what constitutes women's rights as human rights, the physical territory of
which is women's bodies. In terms of war and peace, women's human rights are
violated daily and often systematically. The fact remains that a woman need not
be arrested or live in a war torn area to be incarcerated and tortured. In words
of Charlotte Bunch: “significant numbers of world's population are routinely
subjected to torture, starvation, mutilation and even murder simply because
they are female. Crimes such as these against any group other than women
would be recognized as civil and political emergency as well as gross violation
of the victim's humanity”.

Women throughout the world face systemic attacks on their human rights
and chronic, routinised and legal discrimination and violence. Much of it is
justified through cultural and religious arguments. Even where discrimination
is prohibited, it often persists in practice. By any reasonable measure, the
state’s failure to uphold women's rights as full and equal citizens, sends an
unmistakably clear message to the broader community that women's lives
matter less and that violence and discrimination against them is acceptable.
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The UN WOMEN theme of women’s day 2024 is “Invest in Women
Accelerating progress”. Investing in women tackles one of the most
critical social and economic issues of current time. As with most
threats to well-being, poverty has an accentuated impact on women.
To tackle these issues, it is required integrated action addressing
the challenges women face in the world today’s world. There
are distinctions between poverty, economic security, economic
insecurity, wealth, assets, but they are used interchangeably in
achieving Development.

When focus on to Sri Lankan context one of the major development
challenges for women is facing is Poverty. Sri Lanka has a track
record of strong human development achievements compared to
other South Asian and comparable economies. The country achieved
the overarching Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) target of
halving poverty at the national level seven years before the 2015
MDG deadline, and between 2002 and 2012-2013 alone reduced
poverty from 13.2 to 3.2 percent of people living on less than $1.25
a day.

A long tradition, dating back to post-independence, of extensive
investment in success’s, health and poverty alleviation programmes,
coupled with economic growth averaging 6-7 percent a year over
the past decade explain Sri Lanka’ development success. Yet covid
19 pandemic and the current economic crisis have worsened the
situation. As the entire world is emerging multiple issues that are
putting enormous pressure on the people and their communities,
achieving gender equality is more vital than ever.
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“Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development”, (2030 Agenda) declared that eradicating poverty in
all its forms and dimensions, including extreme poverty, is one of
the greatest global challenges and priorities and an indispensable
requirement for sustainable development.” (IPS, UNWOMEN,2017).
Sustainable Development Goal 1 (SDG 1) directed to eradicate extreme
poverty everywhere by 2030, reduce the proportion of women, men
and children of all ages living in poverty in all its dimensions by
half, and to provide social protection covering them. It also sets out
the need for everyone to have access, ownership and control over
productive resources and essential services. “Globally, 383 million
women and girls are estimated to live on less than USD 1.90 a day,
compared with 368 million men and boys. The vast majority live in
just two regions: sub-Saharan Africa (63%) and Central and Southern
Asia (21%)” (SDG Action,2021). Interventions that aim to reduce
poverty and increase economic security would be the effective
solutions to address the poverty in women.

The UNWOMEN poverty reduction strategy aims to address poverty
related risk factors and following protective factors.

Table 01: Poverty Reduction Strategy
Level Risk Factors Protective factors

Level Risk Factors Protective factors
Individual Economic insecurity Economic security
(women and men) (women and men)

Poverty-related stress and | Psychosocial wellbeing
poor behavioral coping | (men and women)
strategies (men and

women)

Low self-efficacy and High efficacy and

self-esteem (women) self-esteem (women)
Financial autonomy
(women)
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Interpersonal Insecure and unstable Secure and stable
household economic household economic
status (including low status (including high
wealth, financial assets wealth, financial assets
and food security) and food security)

High levels of household | Low levels of household
stress and intra- stress and intrahousehold
household conflict conflict
High levels of inequality | Intimate relationships
in intimate partner and | characterized by gender
in-law relationships equality including
shared decision
making and household
responsibilities

Community High levels of poverty Low levels of poverty and
and unemployment unemployment
High levels of Low levels of
economically motivated | economically motivated
crime crime

Societal Low levels of women’s High levels of women’s
employment employment
Economic shocks Strong economic social
(including economic safety nets and social
downturns, disasters, protection
conflict)

Economic stability

Source: UNWOMEN, WHO, 2020

As indicated in table 01, between the individual and interpersonal
risk factors always prevail an obstacle in achieving development.
The proposed protective factors focus on supporting a person
or household to develop economic assets through increased
employment, labor force participation or earning. When focusing on
poverty reduction strategies in Sri Lanka it is required to focus on
rural sector as rural sector compromise the higher poor population

in Sri Lanka.
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“Poverty has risen since 2019, from 11.3t0 12.7in 2020, adding over
300,000 new poor in that period. It continued to increase in 2021,
and it then doubled between 2021 and 2022, from 13.1 to 25.0
percent ($3.65 per capita, 2017 PPP). This increase has added an
additional 2.5 million people into poverty in 2022. Households have
been impacted from different fronts as prices rose by 46 percent in
2022, jobs in services and industry contracted” (World Bank,2023).
Urban and rural poverty are estimated to have tripled and doubled,
to respectively 15 and 26 percent in 2022, Poverty is projected to
remain above 25 percent in the next few years due to the multiple
risks to households’ livelihoods (World Bank,2023). Spatial inequality
is also one of the major concerns.

The key areas that the Sri Lanka can focus on inclusion of women into
the development process and invest can be identified with special
reference to several key areas; Along with investing in agriculture,
funding and encouraging female education, creating employment
opportunities, enable access to financial assistance for non-farming
jobs would be all beneficial for poverty eradication in Sri Lanka.
According to the World Bank, 45.5% of Sri Lanka is agricultural land.
Accordingly, increase agricultural productivity is a prerequisite for
further economic growth. In 2021, the World Bank data showed that
more than 30% of Sri Lanka’s population worked in the agricultural
sector and that it makes up 7.4% of its national GDP. Considering
afore factors Sri Lanka has a lot of potential in the agricultural
industry, due to its fertile land, however, productivity is lacking.
“Agriculture still engages nearly a third of the country’s workforce,
with a quarter in the industrial sector, and 67 percent of all workers
being informally engaged in 2019.

Women’s participation in the paid workforce at 36 percent was
among the lowest in the region, while high levels of educated
youth unemployment are worrisome features as the population
ages rapidly and skills” (UNWOMEN,2022). As agricultural small
holders and home gardeners, rural women play significant roles
in food production, towards household food consumption, while
keeping nutrition levels from deteriorating. Women engage in minor
crop cultivation, livestock management, food preparation, seed
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conservation, and the transmission of traditional knowledge, while
building climate resilience. Despite their critical contributions, they
remain invisible in national data and policy frameworks, and several
barriers remain as obstacles in achieving equitable participation in
agriculture knowledge development, technology transfer, climate
smart cultivation, market promotion, and key government initiatives
in agricultural advancement.

“Rural women constitute a quarter of the global population and are
the driving force behind food systems, poverty reduction, climate
resilience, and the overall well-being of rural communities. Their
unwavering commitment and resilience lay the very foundation upon
which the prosperity of our rural landscapes is built” (UNDP,2023).
According to the ILO, ensuring the equal opportunities for women
with men could help rise agricultural production by 2.5% to 4 % in
the poorest regions and the number of malnourished people could
be reduced by 12 to 17 percent globally (UNDP,2023). Yet, women’s
potential is seriously hindered due to exclusion, particularly in
terms of their access to land, livestock ownership, water sources,
extension services, credit, and markets. They are equal paid and
remain unrepresented in decision-making processes. To overcome
aforesaid issues, increasing women’s access to and control over
economic opportunities, resources and services is a timely need.
Therefore, the government policies and programmes should focus
on increasing women’s economic, social, and political leadership at
all levels, including through women’s organizations and collectives.

Macro-economic policies aim to support the creation of full
and productive employment opportunities and decent work for
women. Proper financial assistance required to achieve the target.
The government should focus on expanding or reprioritize public
expenditure towards gender responsive social protection for both
men and women. As there are higher number of informal women
employments it should necessarily focus on including minimum
wages and secure labor contracts, worker benefits and labor rights
for informal workers. Workplace discrimination and gender-based
violence should be eliminated as this situation may directly affect
the individuals working less effectively. Accordingly, as there is
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urgent need for equitable engagement of both male and female
into the development process it is vital to government and other
respective authorities to focus on invest in imperative fields under
key goals and objectives emphasize virtuous vison and mission in
development arena.
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