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Discrimination  Against 
Women In Kenya

Ñ In Africa violence against women has 
historically been condoned with some societies 
institutionalising it. African practices and 
values have been viewed as escalators of gender 
conflict. A number of communities tend to 
socialise individuals to condone gender violence 
against women, with a large majority of women 
accepting the situation as given. Although 
many women organizations have been calling 
for review and enactment of laws to guard 
against gender violence, the problem seems to 
lie on social, cultural, economic and legal 
systems. Of these factors, the socio -cultural 
changes pose a major problem and must prelude 
or at any rate support change of laws, if the 
society is to effectively address the question of 
violence on women.



Conceptual Perspective

Ñ A large percentage of women do not earn cash 
incomes, are held in cultural values and beliefs of 
subordination and have to rely on men for their 
upkeep. In cases of psychological problems and 
frustration arising from economic limitation such as 
low income, unemployment or inability to provide for 
the family; the male spouse or individual exploits the 
woman's position directing violence on her including 
the girl child. The cultural position embedded in 
patriarchy which views subordination or oppression 
of women as divinely inspired might further provide 
clarity. Most cultures based on patriarchy foster the 
belief that man is superior and that women whom 
they closely relate with are their possessions to be 
treated as they consider appropriate. In the 
traditional sense the patriarch was supposed to 
support his family, wife, daughters and other 
dependant. 



Conceptual Perspective

Ñ In Africa, there is no respect and protection for women 
and children. Women hardly get any protection from 
men, instead majority are oppressed through the 
unreasonable patriarchal ordained powers.  Battering, 
which seem to be the most common form of violence, has 
been noted to have been traditionally considered as the 
most standard way of expressing man's divine inspired 
dominance over woman. 

Ñ Violence against women is embedded in the context of 
cultural, socio -economic and political power relations. In 
such relations, females are viewed as the property of 
some male `benevolent' protector. Embedded in this are 
several other myths supporting violence on women. They 
include male superiority, physical strength, cultural, 
religious and historical justification of male hegemony 
over women. These have become basis for the 
explanation of violence. The belief that violence corrects 
mistakes has also contributed to the violence.



Conceptual Perspective

Ñ Violence is a learned behaviour, and different sub -cultures 
develop different patterns of physical and psychological violence. 
The situation of women in societies organised along patriarchal 
mode of production has been noted to be worse off. The male 
gender dominates the female, reducing the latter to mere 
economic and emotional dependency. The traditional institutions 
seem to encourage and condone rather than discourage gender 
based violence. Under customary law, `reasonable' chastisement 
of women is al lowed. This position, deeply ingrained in most 
communities, has been difficult to change. The domination of the 
female within patriarchal societies has been attributed to the 
women's comparative lack of economic resources. This has been 
noted to reduce their effective participation in both economic 
and polit ical processes of their respective communities. Studies 
have shown that female economic inequality is the strongest 
factor contributing to violence. This is further strengthened by 
male control in the household and women's inabil i ty to divorce 
due to lack of economic power and expected societal moral 
values. The freedom for such women is restricted with hardly 
any option for escape. This exposes them to abuse and violence 
by their husbands, relatives and other male figures .



Conceptual Perspective

Ñ In order to understand violence 
against women effectively the 
historical and cultural contexts of the 
respective societies have to be 
understood. In Kenya, like many 
other African societies, the largely 
traditional patriarchal set up gave 
men the right to chastise their wives. 
Other female members of households 
were subjected to male domination 
which allowed enforcement of desired 
action or demands by force. 



Physical and Structural 
Violence

Ñ Some cultures in respective communities of 
Kenya tend to enhance violence on women. For 
example, among sometimes tribes in Kenya, a 
marriage ritual in which the bride to be was 
ambushed by strong men belonging to the 
groom's clan dehumanized women. In the ritual, 
a woman would be forcibly dragged, kicked as 
she screamed to her new wedded life. This 
ritual was sanctioned by both the bride's and 
the groom's families and was widely practised. 
It has also been recorded that among some 
other tribes, marriage was historically a contest 
involving force and pain inflicting behaviour. 
This is because the male had to obtain a bride 
from a rival ethnic group. Whereas among 
others, a male had to demonstrate ability to 
inflict violence before marriage.



Physical and Structural 
Violence

Ñ Abuse and battering are quite predominant in 
Kenya and most cases are never reported. In 
some instances cases are reported in the 
newspapers with a large percentage being 
known only to the affected households, 
neighbours and those who may have witnessed 
the violence. Abuse takes different forms such 
as sexual harassment, discrimination and 
emotional abuse through threats. 

Ñ Female Genital Mutilation has been a 
controversial issue as far as women's rights are 
concerned. Female Genital Mutilation has 
social/structural connotations and indeed many 
people do not view it as violence. It continues to 
cause controversy to the extent that Kenyan 
parliamentarians have failed to enact any laws 
relating to it.



Physical and Structural 
Violence

Ñ A female member of parliament, who fought against the 
practice pointing out that the practice should not be 
supported by any right thinking and progressive persons 
could not win the motion because 75% of members of 
parliament are men. Communities which practice female 
genital mutilation maintain that the ritual is meant to 
teach girls how to behave in their adulthood and 
prepares them for marriage and womanhood. I 
personally view it as barbaric and outdated. This process 
is never performed in healthy manner and traditional 
tools used pose a health hazard to the victims. There is a 
possibility of transmitting HIV -AIDS through the tools 
used. 

Ñ In most cases the reasons leading to violence normally 
arise from minor misunderstanding which include: a 
woman coming home late, not cooking in time, man not 
being welcomed home, neglect of duties, spouse 
disagreement over children, drunkenness, insults, 
second marriage, girlfriends outside of marriages and a 
woman has no right to question the husband.



Physical and Structural 
Violence

Ñ Women who exercise their rights of protection from 
inhuman treatment and protection against 
discrimination among others, often encounter 
institutional abuse from the conservative patriarchal 
structures such as police, courts and council of elders. In 
the police stations, women are never taken seriously 
when they go to report violence, the reason being that 
`the issue falls within the private domain - Family 
matter'. The process in the male dominated courts is 
long and tedious including political undertones which 
resist the enforcement of such rights. On the other hand, 
a Council of elders is a conservative institution with 
hardly any women representatives. 

Ñ The most affected are women who are not able to take 
any action, either due to lack of required resources, lack 
of confidence or the fear of consequences. Among the 
fears is the possibility of a man being charged and 
imprisoned. In cases of a close relative or husband, the 
fear of being ostracised by the community, in many 
cases, make women steer away from any action.   



Physical and Structural 
Violence

Ñ The few cases picked up from the press 
are often used for activism and pursued 
to their conclusion. The case of Piah
Njoki whose eyes were gorged out by her 
husband is a good case for reference. 
Piahõshusband and his brother 
practically gorged out her eyes and no 
matter how much she screamed in pain, 
no one came to her rescue.  Why, it is a 
family affair.  There are cases where 
womensõ hands or legs have been chopped 
off by their husbands and only for the 
husbands to get a 6 month jail term.




