Domestic Violence within the BMER Community

· Cultural and religious practices

· Forced marriages

· Honour and izzat

· Honour related murders

· Limitations and restrictions on movement and identity

· Fear of repercussions

· Racism – internal and external

· Ostracism

· Dowry system

· Generational differences

· Gender differences

· Identity crisis

· Female genital mutilation

· Deportation

Domestic violence and BMER women

Cultural and Religious practices

Women are forced to practice cultural and religious practices from centuries ago.  There are so many different variations of any one religion that they have to take what they are told for truth.  They have to follow the traditions of their family or community in order to be accepted into society.  Culture and Religion are used as a means to control the behaviour of women and to keep them disciplined.  There is such a fine line between religion and culture that it can be hard for an individual to distinguish between the two.  For example, within the Sikh culture there is a prominent caste system.  However within the Sikh religion the caste system is prohibited.  

Forced marriages

The practice of forced marriages has derived from the cultural practice of arranged marriages.  Arranged marriages are still very much a part of some cultural traditions and can be successful.  However forced marriages are when a person is forced into a marriage without their own free consent or will.  There were over a 1000 reported cases of forced marriages last year and this number is still not truly reflective of the extent of this problem.  

Honour and izzat
A woman is seen as the honour of a family and her actions reflect on the honour of her family if not the whole of her community.  She is burdened with the responsibility that if she does anything that goes against her culture or family she will then be tainting the honour of her family if not the whole of her community.  The male members of the family are there to protect the honour (i.e. women).  

Murder in the name of so called honour

These are murders committed by family members or someone hired by family members in order to protect the family honour.  This could be when a woman has left an abusive relationship, is too westernised or goes against the wishes of her family in one way or another.  These are either carried out by members of the family themselves or by hired bounty hunters who track these women down and kill them.

Limitations and restrictions movement and identity

Some women are told they can only wear traditional clothes or are restricted on what clothes they are allowed to wear.  Their every move is monitored and they picked up and dropped off at school/college/work.  They are always accompanied by another person to all appointments and meetings and are not allowed out on their own.  They are not allowed to build an identity of their own.

Fear of repercussions

As a woman’s every move is monitored or they are socialised to believe that their every movement is representative of their family honour they fear what will happen if they go against their tradition or culture.  They are never free of the burden of trying to live their own lives, in their own ways.

Racism – internal and external

They face racism from their own by not being allowed to mingle and speak to people of different races.  They are informed about the dangers of other races and are brought up in society that can reek of racism.

Many professionals do not know how to cope with these issues or may not be aware of the problems Asian women may face and therefore are inconsistent in their advice and support that they receive.  Many professionals fear that by helping these women they will be going against a culture and be culturally insensitive.

Ostracism

If a woman breaks free from this abuse she may be ostracised by her community and family.  Nobody will want to have anything to do with her and she may find herself all alone without any support networks.

Dowry system

The dowry system is illegal in many of the countries from where it originates.  However that does not mean that it does not exist.  Women are made to feel responsible for the amount of money or ‘gifts’ provided by her family and maybe subjected to various different forms of abuse because of the lack of dowry.

Generational differences

Young people being bought up in England feel that they are not understood by their elders and are constantly up against the traditions and cultures of long ago.  There are language barriers and they feel that they are not able to express themselves, as they may not be understood.

Gender differences

Although there is gender differences in all societies there seems to be a greater one within the Asian community.  The women are still expected to do the majority of the housework and she is still seen as a temporary member of her family.  Until a woman is married she is a burden on her family and their main concern is to ensure that she is in her ‘proper’ family.  Hence the celebrations when a son is born and the doom and gloom when a daughter is born.

Identity crisis 

There is so much confusion for young Asian women today.  They are from an eastern background yet they are being brought up in a western society.  This can be very confusing for them.  They get mixed messages from all angles and can find it difficult to get a balance.  They are forced to live two different lives.

Female Genital Mutilation

FGM is female circumcision.  It is a traditional practice affecting over 84 million women in more than 30 countries.   Over 28 African countries, Middle East, Parts of Europe, Australia, Asia and many other countries are affected by this issue.  In the UK over 99% of all Somalian women are circumcised.  As this is illegal the practice is normally carried out by non professionals and in back street clinics.  The complications are huge and there is a risk to human life.  Although this is a practice that is carried out in Islamic communities this is not part of the religion and many religious leaders have condemned the procedure.

Deportation

Due to the immigration rules women are threatened to be deported if they do not conform to the sponsors wishes.  Women under the ‘two year rule’ are solely dependent on their spouse for all provision and are not entitled public funds.  This limits there support mechanisms which leaves them in a compromising position.

Female Genital Mutilation (FGM)

What is it?

It is a traditional practice affecting an estimated 84 million women in more than 30 countries.  Most are from Africa but it is also prevalent in parts of Asia and Latin America.  And wherever immigrants from such countries have settled, female circumcision has continued.

What does it entail?

There are three different types:

Infibulation

This is the most severe form of female circumcision.  It involves cutting off the woman’s genitals.  Their clitoris is entirely cut out, the outer lips of the vagina are amputated and the inner lips cut back.  The circumciser then sews up the wound, leaving a matchstick size opening for urine and menstrual blood to pass through.  The girls’ legs are bound for up to two weeks while it heals.  

Excision

This is when the clitoris is partially or fully cut out (known as Clitoridectomy).  This is almost as damaging as infibulation.

Sunna 
This is the mildest form of circumcision.  Only the hood protecting the clitoris is removed (as in the case of male circumcision).

Why do they do it?

The reasons behind FGM differs between cultures.  It is generally true, however, that in some societies uncircumcised girls are considered dirty and circumcised girls pure.  It is an attempt to preserve a woman’s virginity and chastity, to suppress her sexuality and sexual activity.  Infibulation is also said to heighten the man’s pleasure in having sex, because many women have themselves restitched, especially after giving birth.  Uncircumcised girls are often seen as unfit for marriage.

Health risks

There are many health risks associated with FGM.  Some of the more common ones are – recurring urinary and pelvic infections, cysts and abscesses around the vulva, painful neuromas on the excised clitoris, infertility, difficulty in urinating, dysmenorrhoea, the collection of menstrual blood in the stomach, frigidity and depression.

The consummation of marriage, intercourse and childbirth are often extremely painful.

Facts

· In Britain female circumcision was outlawed in 1985.  Yet many African and Asian countries have their daughters circumcised whether here or in their homelands.

· There is a growing campaign in more than 20 African countries to stop FGM.  

· Infibulation is mainly carried out in Sudan, Mali, Somalia, and some parts of Ethiopia, Eritrea, Egypt and Northern Nigeria.  Excision is practised on the West Coast from the Cameroons to Mauritania, the Central African Republic, Northern Egypt, Kenya and Tanzania.  Cases have been reported in Lesotho, Botswana and Mozambique.  In Asia female circumcision is common among Muslim groups in the Philippines, Malaysia, Pakistan and Indonesia.  It’s also practised in Muslim United Arab Emirates, South Yemen, Bahrain and Oman.  In Latin America it occurs in Brazil, Eastern Mexico and Peru.
The Myths

· In part of Northern Nigeria there is a deep-rooted superstition that if the head of a baby touches the clitoris during delivery, the baby will die.  Circumcision usually occurs when a woman is about six month pregnant, or during the first stage of labour.

· Some communities (especially the tennes of Sierra Leone) believe the clitoris will continue to grow (as do boy’s genitalia) if it is not cut.

· In Somalia and the Northern Sudan, the clitoris is seen as a dangerous organ that will cause delinquency or make a woman turn to prostitution.  However, circumcision is certainly no deterrent to prostitution.  A study conducted in Sudan involving 200 prostitutes showed that 170 were circumcised or infibulated.

· Many ethnic groups in Sierra Leone, Mali and Northern Nigeria consider normal female genitalia ‘ugly’ to look at or touch, and so perform circumcision for aesthetic reasons.

