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IRAQ ISSUE BRIEF  

Day 4 of 16 Days of Activism Against Gender Violence 2011

Decades of Despair: Militarism’s footprint in the form of violence against women
This year’s theme of the 16 Days of Activism Against Gender Violence concerns militarism: “From peace in the home to peace in the world: let’s challenge militarism and end violence against women!” Perhaps no other country bears more explicit testament to the breadth and depth of this theme than Iraq, which has now endured more than a decade of different aspects of militaristic intervention and seen a corresponding number of negative consequences for women. 
First there were economic sanctions, which the United Nations imposed in the hopes of curtailing Iraq’s interventions in Kuwait in the early 90s.  The impact of this crippled Iraq’s economy, and sparked the decline in status of Iraqi women, who had previously enjoyed among the highest rates of literacy and participation in the public sphere in the region. With the increase in overall poverty, women saw a disproportionate impact. Women and girls suffer higher rates of malnutrition when food is in short supply; once conflict began Iraq would see record rates of women-headed households due to war casualties. This sets entire families at risk when male breadwinners are lost and women are left behind, ill-equipped to provide for families and vulnerable to economic exploitation such as trafficking, prostitution and transactional sex, still a tremendous problem today.
Then there are the direct impacts for women of the escalation of violence and militarization of gender relations associated with war. While all Iraqis are at risk, women are particularly susceptible to violence and persecution. More and more women are choosing to stay home rather than work or go to school, and women’s rights, including freedom of speech and mobility, are under attack. With the rise of fundamentalist religious groups, conditions for women have also worsened. Many have been forced to wear Islamic dress or targeted for abduction, rape or killing. A survey conducted by the World Heath Organization (WHO) in 2006/2007 in Iraq found that 21.2 percent of Iraqi women had experienced physical violence.
At present, women continue to be targeted for violence by armed groups, and women who do not adhere to a strict dress code are under threat. Women also suffer violence within the family and are inadequately protected under Iraqi law and in practice. Many women and girls were subject to harmful practices, including forced and early marriage. In October, the Human Rights Ministry reported that at least 84 women had been killed in "honor killings" in 2009 - not including the Kurdistan region. It reiterated its call for legal changes, including amendments to Article 409 of the Penal Code, which provides that any man who kills his wife or female relative for surprising her in the act of adultery should receive no more than a three-year prison term. No change to the law was made.
Women’s human rights defenders are particularly targeted; few killings have been investigated and a culture of impunity prevails. Political alliances are made in Iraq with militia that in their spare time attack and kill women’s rights activists. The Iraqi government routinely fails to investigate effectively the many incidents of human rights abuses - whether committed by security forces or militia groups - and to bring those responsible to justice.
The predominantly Kurdish region of northern Iraq has been more stable with fewer acts of violence, and has seen growing economic prosperity and foreign investment. However, as this year’s theme reminds us, for women the imprint of violence in the streets continues to be felt in the home long after formal fighting has ended. Kurdistan is a prime example of this, rife with domestic violence, self-immolation and the killing of women in so-called honor crimes. Women continue to suffer discrimination and violence, with men killing female relatives, and scores of women died reportedly as a result of self-inflicted burns. Female genital mutilation is reported to be widely practiced. According to Kurdish official records, in the first half of 2010 at least 671 women suffered "serious domestic violence" and at least 63 women were sexually abused.
This has been a decade of despair for Iraq’s women. From sanctions to full-out war, the women of Iraq know neither peace in the home nor peace in the streets. 
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