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“D 

omestic violence is a 
bitter reality that has 
always been around. 
The only difference 
is that we hear a lot 

more about it now, thanks to the 
liberation of the media from po-
litical control,” said Zohra Touati, a 
46-year-old philosophy teacher at 
a Tunis high school and a victim of 
domestic violence.

For more than 20 years of mar-
riage, Touati suffered different 
forms of abuse, including physical 
violence, economic control and 
emotional abuse at the hands of her 
husband.

“In the first years of our marriage, 
he used to seize my salary and beat 
me for no reason at all. Everything 
I used to do was wrong to him; the 
way I do the laundry, how I talk to 
his mother, the way I cook and so 
on,” she said, letting out a long sigh.

“I should have stopped him and 
asked for a divorce before he took 
the violence out on the children. It 
was the day that he hit my young-
est son in the face that I decided to 
report the incident to the authori-
ties.”

Without a partner, Touati lives 
with her three children and strug-
gles to make ends meet. She has 
not heard from her husband since 
he was arrested but the idea of him 
being freed frightens her.

“It is a relief at this point but the 
damage will take time to recede,” 
she said, sitting in the waiting room 
of a therapist’s office.

In Tunisia, women remain scep-
tical of the justice system. Only 
17% of domestic violence victims 
report attacks and 73% said they do 
not expect anything from the insti-
tutions and services in place.

The government-affiliated Cen-
tre for Research, Studies, Docu-
mentation and Information on 
Women (CREDIF) conducted stud-
ies in 2010 and 2016, polling 3,873 
women between the ages of 18 and 
64. The results indicated that the 
rate of violence against women 
rose from 20% in 2010 to 75% in 
2016. The rate of domestic abuse 
surged from 47% in 2010 to 60% in 
2016.

Surveys carried out every four 
years by the Ministry of Women, 
Family and Children have shown 
that more than 90% of children are 
victims of domestic violence in Tu-
nisia.

Reports by the ministry detail dif-
ferent forms of child abuse, rang-
ing from verbal and physical vio-
lence (in and outside the home) to 
sexual assault and neglect.

Minister of Women, Family and 
Children Naziha Laabidi said dur-
ing a workshop titled “Women, 
Peace and Security in Tunisia” that 
there was a comprehensive strat-

egy to combat violence against 
vulnerable groups from different 
demographic categories.

“Counselling centres and shel-
ters have been created for victims 
of abuse, notably women. We have 
also launched a toll-free number, 
1899, for vulnerable people. Cur-
rently, we are working to train the 
personnel so as to provide the call-
ers with the required assistance on 
a daily basis,” she said.

The minister said the toll-free 
number was “destined to serve all 
vulnerable categories, including 
children, women and old people.”

“Human dignity has no date and 
no limit,” Laabidi said.

CREDIF Director Dalenda 
Largueche said the care cen-
tres, notably the Sidi Dhrif 
Centre, had been created for  

psychological treatment.
“At CREDIF, we have organised 

awareness campaigns in the differ-
ent regions to promote the current 
legislation and reassure women 
that they are not alone,” Largueche 
said. “Many women are not aware 
of their rights, the laws and the dif-
ferent mechanisms in place to en-
sure their protection.”

In Tunisia, many actors are in-
volved in advocating on behalf of 
vulnerable groups. However, gov-
ernment bodies and civil society 
groups face major resistance from 
traditional society and other forces 
of conservatism, especially Islam-
ists.

“It is a vicious circle,” Largueche 
warned. “Children who have been 
raised in an environment of abuse 
are more inclined to reproduce  

this model.”
With the help of international 

organisations, Tunisia is testing dif-
ferent ways to prevent domestic 
violence. Awareness campaigns 
are focused on schools and univer-
sities. The country is also relying 
on culture as a field through which 
to raise awareness on the issue of 
domestic violence.

Cooperation between the differ-
ent ministries is also picking up 
steam and national bodies and in-
dependent institutions are redou-
bling efforts to guarantee the rule 
of law.

“Do not be mistaken,” Largueche 
cautioned, “the fight against do-
mestic violence will take decades.”

Iman Zayat is an Arab Weekly 
contributing editor in Tunis.
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Tough battle ahead. Tunisians hold signs during a protest calling for the respect of women’s rights. (AFP)                              

Domestic violence in MENA

Physical violence: Blows, 
slaps, burns, bodily 
injuries, broken bones, 
trauma.

Source: The report of 
the National Survey on 
Violence Against Women 
(National Office for Family 
and Population – Spanish 
Agency for International 
Development Cooperation)  
                                                       (The Arab Weekly)

Emotional abuse: Moral 
harassment, denigration 
of phyical appearance and 
intellectual capacity, social 
isolation, restriction of 
freedoms, insults.

Financial abuse: 
Confiscation of salary or 
financial income, prevention 
from work, unequal pay.

Domestic violence in Iraq on the rise in the absence of protective laws
Oumayma Omar

Baghdad

L 

ama was lucky to get a di-
vorce after years of beat-
ings, harassment and 
humiliation at the hands 
of her husband, who also 

tried to abuse their teenage daugh-
ter. Her case is among hundreds 
of similar circumstances lodged 
in Iraqi courts, which often fail to 
prosecute and punish perpetrators.

“We are usually unsuccessful 
when it comes to inflicting punish-
ment on abusive husbands because 
of deep-rooted customs and tra-
ditions in our patriarchal society 
where women are denied the ca-
pacity to claim their rights and fear 
scandal and shame,” said lawyer 
and activist Alia Husseini.

“Lama’s (not her real name) is 
one of the many cases that we come 
across in court. Awareness and ex-
posure of domestic abuse will help 
stem such cases, especially with 
the existence of laws that protect 
vulnerable members of the family 
and end impunity,” Husseini added.

While domestic violence is a 
global phenomenon, it is a particu-
larly serious problem in Iraq. The 

lack of laws protecting victims of 
domestic abuse, compounded with 
insecurity, political instability and 
an economic crisis, resulted in the 
rise of domestic violence.

The Iraqi parliament is review-
ing a draft anti-domestic violence 
law, which was introduced in 2015. 
Some members of parliament have 
voiced concerns that the bill might 
run counter to Islamic principles.

The measure includes mecha-
nisms for the protection of victims, 
such as the creation of shelters, 
the provision of necessary care 
and rehabilitation and measures to 
prosecute and more harshly penal-
ise abusers. It provides for the es-
tablishment of a cross-ministerial 
committee to combat domestic vio-
lence.

Activist Rasha Khaled, who began 
the initiative “We Protect our Fam-
ily” with the help of the Norwegian 
People’s Aid in 2015, is seeking to 
amend discriminatory legislation 
against women that contradicts the 
principle of gender equality guar-

anteed by international declara-
tions and conventions ratified by 
Iraq.

She is adamant that tough laws 
should be enacted to protect Iraqi 
women from abuse and to save 
their lives.

“We have registered cases in 
Baghdad and other governorates 
in which women were beaten to 
death. In one instance, the victim 
was disfigured by her husband, 
who hit her with a hammer on her 
head,” Khaled said.

“We are continuously pressuring 
parliament to speed up the enact-
ment of the anti-domestic abuse 
laws, stressing the urgency to cur-
tail the increasing number of inci-
dents across the country, especially 
in the aftermath of the Islamic 
State’s occupation of large parts of 
Iraq in the past three years,” she 
added.

Khaled’s initiative offers battered 
women free legal services, enabling 
them to build court cases to file for 
divorce and custody of their young 
children. Victims are provided fi-
nancial assistance to start micro-
businesses helping them secure a 
dignified living.

Many Iraqi women face domes-
tic violence on a regular basis and 
many commit suicide because of it, 

the United Nations said.
The most recent statistics by the 

Iraqi Ministry of Interior showed 
that the highest percentage of do-
mestic violence cases in 2016 oc-
curred in the southern governorate 
of Najaf, followed by Baghdad gov-
ernorate and Maysan governorate, 
south of Baghdad.

In Najaf, more than 59% of do-
mestic violence cases involved 
women being abused by husbands, 
while 15% involved fathers abus-
ing their children. In Baghdad, 56% 
of cases involved men battering 
their wives and 14% abusing their 
children. In Maysan, 29% of cases 
involved young people harassing 
their fathers and 55% of cases in-
volved husbands battering their 
wives.

Major Hadi Nayef of the Minis-
try of Interior noted that statistics 
showed a “constant increase” in 
cases of domestic violence from 
2010-16.

Women’s rights groups in Iraq 
have campaigned for years for leg-
islation on domestic violence. The 
Iraqi Constitution prohibits “all 
forms of violence and abuse in the 
family” but only Iraqi Kurdistan has 
a law on domestic violence.

Iraq has international human 
rights obligations to prevent and 
respond to these abuses. Several in-
ternational treaty bodies, including 
the Committee on the Elimination 
of Discrimination against Women, 
which oversees the Convention 
on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination against Women (CE-
DAW) treaty, have called for coun-
tries to pass legislation to prevent 
violence against women. Iraq rati-
fied the treaty in 1986.

Khaled said she sometimes feel 
discouragement but is determined 
to keep up the fight.

“In spite of the campaigns car-
ried out by civil society groups and 
women’s organisations since 2011, 
and the recommendations of the 
ministries of interior and social af-
fairs, the bill is still sitting in the 
parliament’s drawers,” Khaled said.

Oumayma Omar, based in 
Baghdad, is a contributor to the 
Culture and Society sections of 
The Arab Weekly.

Domestic violence is a 
global phenomenon 
but it remains a serious 
problem in Iraq.

The anti-domestic 
violence bill 
introduced in 2015 is 
yet to be passed by 
parliament.
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Sexual abuse: Rape, 
molestation, marital rape, 
sexual harassment.

Prevalence of violence 
against women  in Tunisia 


