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Femicide: A 
global scourge

Every day in 2017, 137 women and girls were
intentionally killed by their partner or a family
member somewhere in the world, according to

UN statistics. This adds up to over 50,000 women’s
lives ended by those closest to them, a scourge blamed
on deep-rooted gender inequality and damaging
stereotypes of women as weaker and less valuable
members of society. Here is an overview of the world-
wide killings of women, also called femicide.

The toll 
In 2017, some 87,000 women and girls were mur-

dered worldwide, according to a 2018 report of the
UN Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC). Of these, 58
percent had their life taken by someone in their inner
circle - 30,000 by their spouse or intimate partner,
and another 20,000 by a member of their own family.
The report showed that men were four times more
likely than women to fall victim to homicide (they form
80 percent of all murder victims) but more often than
not died at the hands of a stranger. 

Fewer than one in five murdered men were killed by
their life partner, compared to 82 percent for women.
Women in Africa are most likely to be killed by a
spouse or family member, with a rate of nearly 70 per-
cent (19,000 murders) compared to 38 percent (3,000
murders) in Europe, the region with the smallest share,
said the UNODC. In absolute numbers, Asia had the
most severe toll, with 20,000 women killed by a part-
ner or family member in 2017.

Husbands, fathers, brothers, mothers 
The high murder rate among women is a conse-

quence of rampant gender-based violence. Nearly a
third of women who have been in a relationship
reported having experienced physical or sexual vio-
lence at the hands of their partner, or a non-partner,
according to a report by the World Health
Organization (WHO). “Many of the victims of ‘femi-
cide’ are killed by their current and former partners,
but they are also killed by fathers, brothers, mothers,
sisters and other family members because of their role
and status as women,” said the UNODC. These killings,
it added, do “not usually result from random or sponta-
neous acts, but rather from the culmination of prior
gender-based violence. Jealousy and fear of abandon-
ment are among the motives”. The WHO report also
blamed “unequal power of women relative to men” and
the “normative use of violence to resolve conflict”.

War 
Emergencies such as poverty, war and humanitarian

crises make women even more vulnerable. Countries
topping a UN-compiled list of “intentional homicides,
female” are mostly in Latin America and Africa, regions
which struggle with gang and ethnic wars, unemploy-
ment and privation. Topping the list is El Salvador with
13.9 out of every 100,000 women murdered in 2017, fol-
lowed by Jamaica with 11 per 100,000 in the same year.

The Central African Republic was in third place with
10.4 per 100,000 based on 2016 statistics, followed by
South Africa with 9.1 per 100,000 in 2011. The real
numbers are likely to be higher, with reports based on
whatever data is gathered by national statistical systems
- severely lacking in many countries in Africa and Asia.
Many wars, from the Democratic Republic of Congo
and Burundi to Kosovo and Iraq, are known for the tac-
tic of targeting women, who are raped, beaten, taken as
sex slaves, and often killed, as a “weapon of war”.

Family 
According to the UN, some 1,000 of the 5,000 so-

called “honor killings” reported around the world
every year, are committed in India. These are crimes
committed by close relatives after a woman or girl is
deemed to have diverted from religious or traditional
mores and values - often for falling in love with a man
from the wrong family, or for engaging in sex before
marriage. They are shot, stoned, burned, buried alive,
strangled, smothered, or stabbed to death with what
the UN describes as “horrifying regularity”, often in
countries where the laws exempt the perpetrators from
punishment. Pakistan sees hundreds of these killings
every year, while in Afghanistan 243 cases were
recorded between April 2011 and August 2013.

Spain is hailed in some quarters for turning the tide
in the battle against femicide through a 2004 law
against gender-targeted violence that sought to
address the problem in different spheres simultaneous-
ly - social, educational and correctional. About 100
special courts and police units were also set up. Last
year, 50 women were murdered in Spain, and 51 so far
this year, down from 71 in 2003.  Activists say the num-
ber is still too high in a country where judges are
accused of bungling cases involving violence against
women. Last month, a court caused widespread anger
by convicting five men accused of gang-raping a
teenager of a lesser charge of sexual abuse on the
grounds that she did not fight back. — AFP

On April 22, a barge picked up the body of a woman
stuffed into a suitcase floating in the Oise River in
Neuville north of Paris. The woman was Marie-

Alice, 53, a consultant who investigators believe was killed
by her partner and her body then disposed of with the
help of his son. She is one of 115 women murdered in
France so far this year by their husband, partner or ex-
partner in femicides, according to an AFP investigation, a
number which shows the scale of the problem after 121
were killed in the country last year.

Looking into figures from a French collective called
Femicides by Partners or Exes, AFP correspondents across
France have examined every killing of a woman by their
partner in the country this year, speaking to investigators
and relatives. The research paints a troubling picture, with
the authorities frequently aware of a problem before the
crime is committed and loved ones sometimes pained by
the knowledge that tragedy could have been averted.

One woman is killed in France every three days by their
partner or ex-partner, while marital violence affects
220,000 Frenchwomen every year. “Our system is not
working to protect these women,” said Justice Minister
Nicole Belloubet. The killings in France are part of a global
scourge that shows no signs of abating, with 87,000
women and girls killed in 2017 according to the UN, over
half of them killed either by their spouse, partner or own
family.

‘Toxic relationship’ 
Marie-Alice had been living in a damaging relationship

where violence always lurked beneath the surface with her
partner of 15 years, Luciano, relatives told AFP. Two weeks
after her body was found, Luciano, who was on the run,
died after being hit by a lorry in Italy. His son, who has
been charged in the Marie-Alice case, confessed to help-
ing hide the body, saying his father called him to say he
had “done something stupid”.

“It was a toxic relationship,” said Marie-Alice’s sister,
Helene de Ponsay, who has now become deputy president
of the National Union for Families of Femicide Victims
(UNFF). She recalled her sister experiencing panic attacks
as the couple had rowed at home after she had forgotten
to buy bread. “My wish is that we understand that psy-
chological violence is always super alarming as it can lead
to physical violence and can lead to death,” she said.

The first three victims in France this year lost their lives
on the same day, Jan 6. In Toulouse, Monica, 29, was killed
by her partner Felisberto who accused her of cheating on
him, and killed her while their daughter was in her room. In
the Yvelines region, Pascale, 56, argued with her husband
Robert, 69, who killed her with multiple gunshots. 

And Taina, 20, was found under a bridge in Seine-et-
Marne after being battered to death with iron bars by
Jonathan, a 21-year-old-soldier, with whom she was in the
process of splitting up. In addition to the 115 cases where
investigators believe women were killed by their partner or
ex-partner this year, probes are continuing into a dozen
other cases where it remains a possibility.

‘Chain not working’ 
According to a report published Sunday by France’s

justice ministry based on 88 cases of marital violence,
murders or attempted killings of spouses or partners, the
judicial or police authorities were aware of problems
between the couple in 65 percent of the cases. And in 41
percent of cases, the victim themselves had already been
in touch with the authorities. “It is absolutely clear that this
is not okay. The penal chain is not working,” said
Belloubet.

Stephanie, 39, a teacher from the region of Tours, had
sought a restriction order against her ex-partner Jean-
Michel whose harassment had even reached the extent of
living in an apartment in the same block as her. On the
night of March 31, she sent a message to a friend that a

man was trying to force open the door of her apartment.
She knew it was Jean-Michel and called the police. “We
don’t go out for that, madam,” she was told.

The next day, Stephanie was found strangled to death
in her home. Jean-Michel then returned to his own place
and killed himself. According to the findings of the AFP
investigation, separation was the main motive of the mur-
ders, counting for over 23 percent of cases, followed by
arguments and then jealousy. Some 32 percent of the
killings were carried out with firearms, with knives also
counting for an identical proportion. 

Blows to the body and strangling counted for 18 and 16
percent respectively, the investigation found. And, as with
the ex-partner of Stephanie, a high proportion of the mur-
ders - some 41 percent - ended with the assailant seeking
to commit suicide or killing themselves.

‘It’s men who kill’ 
Marital violence also affects men, and in 2018, 28 men

were killed by their partner or ex-partner. In many of
these cases, the man had committed acts of violence
against his partner. Activists say police need to step up
their response to emergency situations but also emphasize
more needs to be done to monitor, restrain and also help
men with violent tendencies. The elderly are not spared
either, with several cases involving the over 70s. “It’s not
the failings of police that kill women. It’s men,” said
Sandrine Bouchait, president of the UNFF. Recurring pat-
terns include crimes committed by men with a history of
violence, as well as killings that come after rows over cus-
tody of children following a separation. In October 2018, in
Ile-Rousse in Corsica, Julie Douib, 35, left Bruno, 42, the
father of their two children and they took turns in child-
care. Those close to her say he beat her and demeaned her
psychologically. “He always told her ‘you don’t have a
brain, you are mine’” said her father Lucien. On March 3,
Bruno went to her house and shot her dead. — AFP 

Women killed by partners: Confronting the horror 

Brutal murder triggers 
S Africa’s wakeup 
to gender violence 

Eventually, it all became too much. Apathy became
transformed into outrage. And little by little, a
national campaign for change took hold. For years,

South Africa’s awful reputation for the murder and rape
of women had gone unchallenged by many of its citizens.
Consider this: Every three hours, a woman in South
Africa is killed, a rate that is five times the world average.
Half of all women murder victims are killed by men with
whom they had a close relationship. And each day, more
than a hundred women are raped - an estimate as horri-
fying as it is conservative, experts say.

But the veil of indifference to this suffering was ripped
aside last August, after the death of a 19-year-old stu-
dent. Her killer, a post office employee, lured Cape Town
university student Uyinene Mrwetyana to his workplace
and raped her before bludgeoning her to death with a
measuring scale. He then dumped her body in a shallow
hole and burnt it. Grief, then anger, ensued. “The murder
of Uyinene sparked much of the conversation we are

seeing,” said Cape Town student activist Zimasa
Mpemnyama. The killing was a turning point “regarding
our collective responsibility to end violence, particularly
against women,” says the country’s former
ombudswoman, Thuli Madonsela.

Protests 
Hashtags #AmInext and #MenAreTrash became the

rallying point to voice anger about violence against
women. Twitter accounts came digital support groups for
survivors, with some even naming their alleged abusers.
Thousands took part in rallies. Blood-stained sheets and
clothing were laid out in front of Johannesburg’s stock
exchange to demand for more support from businesses
and banks. On Oct 14, police, previously accused of indif-
ferent handling of sexual assault cases, marched in their
hundreds in the capital Pretoria to protest at violence
against women. 

Deputy National Commissioner Bonang Mgwenya
called it a “state of emergency”. The Duchess of Sussex,
Meghan Markle, visited a site dedicated to Mrwetyana
and tied a yellow ribbon in solidarity with all victims of
gender-based violence and femicide. In a hard-hitting
speech to parliament, President Cyril Ramaphosa
declared South Africa was one of “the most unsafe places
in the world to be a woman”. He named gender-based
violence a “national crisis” and vowed to crack down on
perpetrators. His cabinet has allocated 1.6 billion rand

($108 million) for a six-month plan. Mrwetyana’s murder-
er was last week given a record three life sentences after
an unusually fast-tracked trial and conviction in a coun-
try where the legal system is sluggish and inefficient.
State broadcaster SABC two weeks ago launched a tele-
vision talk show, “The Orange Couch”, where it invites
survivors to share their stories and to “inspire” women in
tricky situations “to find their own strength to break the
chains” of dangerous relationships. 

Miss South Africa, Zozibini Tunzi, has invited men to
send her messages of love for women. She will then
incorporate the messages in ribbons as part of her cos-
tume for the upcoming Miss Universe pageant, the goal
being to encourage “conversation around gender-based
violence”. S“We are starting to see also a very vocal new
generation of activists who are expressing anger in ways
that are distinct for this time,” Pumla Gqola, an academic
and author of “Rape: A South African Nightmare”, told
AFP. Catherine Burns, a history professor at the
University of Pretoria, said: “The problem has been with
us for a while but there is a definite shift in response, par-
ticularly from young women. You see this shift... in the
fear and the caution of some men in public, the slightly
different way they feel they have to speak.” 

Some wonder how far the rise against sexist violence
will last in a country facing huge economic and social ills.
“There are moments of highs when everyone talks about
it,” Mpemnyama said. — AFP

Far right challenges 
Spain’s fight against 
gender violence

Two decades ago Ana Orantes gripped Spain when
she recounted during a prime-time television inter-
view the abuse she suffered at the hands of her ex-

husband for 40 years. Thirteen days later her ex killed her
by setting her ablaze. “I had to put up with it because I
had nowhere to go. I had to put up with beating after
beating,” Orantes recalled during the interview. She also
told how she had filed 15 complaints against him without
ever receiving any protection for herself or her eight chil-
dren, and how after finally winning a divorce, the judge
nevertheless forced her to live with her abuser.

Her brutal murder in 1997 shocked Spain and it spurred
the government into taking action, culminating in the unani-
mous approval by the Spanish parliament in 2004 of Europe’s
first law that specifically cracks down on gender-based vio-
lence. But now the progress in the fight against domestic vio-
lence since Orantes’ death is under threat by the rise of anti-

feminist far-right party Vox, which has made the repeal of this
law one of its top priorities. Under the law, introduced by a
previous Socialist government, victims of gender violence are
entitled to free legal aid. Special courts were established, and
public prosecutors can press charges even if the victim does
not file a complaint. The law also enables authorities to
require men convicted of violence against their ex-wives and
girlfriends to wear electronic bracelets that send a signal to
police if they approach their victims.

‘False’ accusations 
It had the support of over 80 percent of the population,

said Marisa Soleto, the head of the pro-equality Women’s
Foundation. “We would not have achieved half of what we
did if the far right was at the level it is now,” she said. In
2017, Spain’s parliament unanimously passed a series of
measures designed to bolster the original law, which came
with a five-year budget of one billion euros ($1.1 billion).

And since 2003 the government has kept a tally of the
number of women murdered at the hands of a partner or
former partner. After each murder, Socialist Prime Minister
Pedro Sanchez sends a tweet condemning it. But Vox,
which entered parliament for the first time in April and
surged to third place in the assembly in a repeat election
on Nov 10, argues that the gender violence law “discrimi-
nates” against men and encourages “false” accusations of

abuse. It wants the law replaced with legislation providing
“equal protection” for men, women, children and the elder-
ly in cases of domestic violence. Vox also calls for the
removal of abortion from government-funded health cen-
ters and an end to public subsidies for what it calls “radi-
cal” feminist organizations.

‘Biggest danger’ 
Such positions are not seen in other far-right parties in

western Europe such as France or Italy, Soleto said. “We
must go to Poland to find something a little like it,” she
added. Vox’s stance has also pushed the main opposition
conservative Popular Party (PP) further to the right on the
issue amid fears of losing votes to the hard-right party.
“The biggest danger with Vox is that its discourse might
be legitimized by the right,” said Maria Silvestre, a sociol-
ogy professor at the University of Deusto in Bilbao.

While the PP defends the achievements of the fight
against violence against women, “its discourse has hard-
ened in the face of Vox’s one-upmanship”, said feminist
journalist Ana Bernal. PP leader Pablo Casado has called for
all victims of violence to be protected “no matter what their
gender or age”. And in a March interview with the monthly
women’s magazine Telva, he said: “We should not fall for
what the left says of protecting women more and more.
What should we do, escort them in the streets?” — AFP 

People march to pay tribute to Sylvia, who was killed by her husband, in Oberhoffen-sur-Moder in eastern France on Nov 17, 2019. — AFP 


