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Entrenched Epidemic: Wife-Beatings in Africa

By SHARGN LaFRANIERE

LAGOS, Nigeria — 11 was & typleal
hushand-wife argament. She wanted
to visit her parenis. He wanted her to
stary home.

So they settled it in what some
here aay s an all-los-typleal fashion,
Rosalynn  Isimeto-Osibuambe  me-
called af the incident in December
2001. Her husband, Emmansel. fol-
lowed her out the door. Then he beai
her unconsclows, she fays, and left
bher bying im the strest near their
apartment

Ms. Isimeto-0sibuamhe, then 31
and in the fifth year of har marriage,
had broken an umwrillen rule o this
part of the world: she had defied her
hushand. Surveys throughoul sub-5a-
haran Africa show that many men —
and wamen, (oo — consider such dis-
obedience ample justification for o
beating.

Mot Ms. Isimeto-Osibaambe. A unl-
wersity graduate and founder of a
French school, she packed her
clothes and walked owl 0% so0n 45 She
gol back from the hospital. 5o far, al-
though ber resolve sometimes wa.
ers and ahe doss mod want a divoroe,
sho has not gone back

“He dopsn®t believe | have any
rights of my own,” she =aid in an in-
terview outside her French class-
oo I | say no, be beats me. |
gadd: "Wow. That ks ot what I want
im Hife." ™

Women suffer from violence in ov-
ery society. In few places, however,
is the abuse more emtrenched, and
necepted, than in sub-Saharan Afl-
rica. Ome in three Nigerian women
reported having been physically
abused by a male partmer, according
to the latest study, conducted in 1803,
The wife of the deputy governor of a
porthermn Migerian province told re-
poriers lasi year that her hushband

beat ber incessantly, in part because
she watched television movies. One
of President Olusepun Obasanjo’s
appointees to A national anticorrap-
tion commission was allegedly killed
by hier hushand 0 20060, two days af-
ter she asked the state police com-
missioner to protect her.

“It 15 like it 1= a normal thing for
women o be treated by their bus-
handa as punching bags,” Obang Ritn
Akpan, until last month Nigeria's
minisier for women's affairs, zaid in
an interview here “The Nigerian
man thinks that a woman ks his infe-
rior. Right [rom childbhood, right
from infancy, the boy is preferred to
thegirl. Even when they marry out
of love, they still think the woman is
below them and they do whatever
they want.”™

In Zambia, nearly half of women
surveyed sald a male parmer had
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A woman played with her child in her mom in a shelter for abused women in Lagos,
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beaten them, according to a 2004
study financed by the United States

mated last year that & male partmer
kills a girlfriend or spouse every &ix
hiuirs = the highesi mortality rate
from domestic violence ever repari-
ed, they =ay. In Harare, Zimbabwe's
capital, domestic violence accounts
for more than 8 in 10 murder cates in
court, & United Matlons report con-
cluded last year.
Tt mosl women remain silent
about the abuse, women's rights or-
say. A Workd Health Or-
study has found that while
mare than a third of Namibian wom-
en reported enduring physical or
sexun]l abuse by a male partner,
aften resulting in injury, shx in seven
victims had cither kept it to them-
selves or conflided only in & friend or
relative.
Help is typically nol easy o find
Migeria, Alrica’s nation with
pearty 130 million people, has only

two shelters for battered women,
both opened in the last four years
The United States, by contrast, has
about 1.2 such havens. Moreowver,
many women say wilely transgres-
sion justify beatings, About hall of
women interviewed In Zambla in
2001 and 2002 snid husbands had a
right o beat wives who argus with
them, bumn the dinner, go out without
the husband's permission, neglect
the children or refuse sex

To Henmy A a M-year-old

driver in Lagos, the kssue is clear-
cut. "I you tell your wife she puts oo
misch sall in the dinner, and every

w &5 an exceplion. Domes-
tie wialence bills have been proposed

im six of Migeria's three dozen prov-

inces but adopbed in just two.

‘Women's rights activists say that
the prevalence of abuse is emblem-
athe of the low status of women in
sub-Saharan Africa. Typleally less
educated, they work longer hours
and transport thres times as muoch
weight s men, hauling Mirewood, wa-
ter and sacks of corn on their heads.

Ms. Isimeto-Dsibaambe does mol
fit that standard profile. Articulate,
with a fashionable haircut and a soci-
abogy book in her bag, she speaks in &
confideni, even assertbve tome of
vakce. Her diary is full of plans for
varisus projects she hopes to un-
deriake. “l am an organizer,” she
sald in a series of imterviews. “ am
leader.”

But that did not save ber from a
seemingly endless string of beatings
during her eight-year marriage o
her hushand, Emmanoel

By Migerian standards, Ms. |sime-
t-Osibuambe sald, her parents were
progresaive. Her (ather oocasionally
beat her mother, but he akso encour-
aged hiz daughier, the oldest of seven
children, to pursue her shixlies amd,
laier, her carsers as o marketing ax-

“For God"s sake.” he added. “You
are the head of the home as the man.
You must have a home that s sub-
mlssive to yow."

Ta him, that means accepting that
be is the head of the houschold and
makes the final decisions. It also
means ithat all property be in his
name and that his wife ask his per-

misston before she vislis her family,
he said,

When Ms.  [simeto-Osibuambe
cventunlly sought help, others only
seemid (o suppori her hushand's
view. She went 1o the police. “They
tald e 1 am not & small girl" she re-
calbed, “II | don'i want 1o be married,
I sheuld get divorced.”

She told her father-in-law, He ad-
vised her that “beating l= normal™

She todd her local pastor, who
counseled her that “1 shouldn't make
him so angry,” telling her “whatever
my husband says, [ should submit."”

She foumd support, [finally, at
Project Alert on Violence Against
Women, a nonprofit organizathon
that runs one of Nigeria®s two shel-
ters. She lhved at the shelter for
weeks She titled her statement de-
tailing the viclence “A Cry for Help.”

Bridget Osekwe, the senior pro-
gram officer, said the group's files
contained 200 cases like Ms, Isimeto-

said, are loath to divoros their
bands for fear of social disgrace.
u;mdu 2 m-ll;uln =
can to & her mar-
riage work,” said Josephine Effah-

i 1085, “If it fails, the woman' gets
the blame."

Since she moved out, Ms. [simeto-
Dsibuambhe said, ber hushand has kit
ber a dozen times, aonce knocking her
io the floor of their church She is
torn over whether it is possible for
him te change She worries about
herw she will raise her son, now living
with his grandparents, should she di-
varce. “Should 1 stay because of the
baby and then get kilbed ™ she asked.
But at another point ahe asked & re-
porter to make sure that in any ac-
counl of her story, her last name
would be hyphenated (o inchade his.

Her diary is filled with notes on
how his views ane wrong. “Marriage
to you: A slavery relationshipl™ she
wrote this January.

She has now found a new outlet as
thie creator and host of a local televi-
shon show on domestic violence. Af-
ter the first program wes broadcast,
she said, she was deluged with calls
from women like herself. She bopes
to pursue thelr cause through a Hithe
foundation she has formed called

“Happy Family.”
“An Alrican man believes his wile
is like a piece of , Is loe @

car, is like a shoe, is
for him to tramphe on,” Ms. [simetn-
Orsibuambe saidl “Our men need edu-
cation.™

%0 do “our mothers, our fathers,
our sons," she added. "The whobe so-
clEty needs to be overhaulbed.™
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Rosalvnin Isimeto-Osibuambe, who has broken with her husband, sang at a church service in Lagos.
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Jﬁﬁ-l;"Flhl ne Effah-Chukwuma, left, and bs, |simeto- Us-:ll‘.ruurnlu: al & I"m_lL-LI: Alert shelter for women.,






