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Preface to in-depth series – Rationale and structure
Why a special in-depth country series on Women and Persecution dynamics?
Throughout history, women have been targeted in order to destroy whole societies. The means
by which they are under pressure for their faith can become such a normalized part of culture
and daily discrimination that they may be overlooked as an effective method of slowly, invisibly
and sometimes legally undermining an entire community. Whether attacks are through
structural inequalities or outright violence, as documented in Open Doors’ World Watch List
2018,1 they almost always occur in a wider context of violence against women and the inferior
status of women: The lower the status of women in a society, the worse will be the violence
against women in persecuted groups.
Dr Mariz Tadros provides a recent example of these intersecting vulnerabilities in Iraq:
the suffering of women from religious minorities has reached proportions greater than that of
the general female population on account of their systematic targeting. It is distinct from the
assault on Iraqi women on account of the politics of the intersection of gender with religious
identity….
We may choose to see the sexual enslavement of women belonging to religious minorities,
whether sold as slaves, detained for ISIS fighters’ sexual exploitation, or in forced marriages
as part of a broader spectrum of gender based violence.
True, it is. But it also needs to be seen as targeted genocide. 2

While each of the reports in this series focuses on the situation of Christian women, this
targeting is not unique to them: It happens to women in almost every religious minority, from
Hindus and Ahmadis in Pakistan and Yazidi women under Islamic State, to Muslim women in the
West. It is also not to say that all attacks or discrimination against minority Christian women are
persecutory: Motive is complex and difficult to prove. However, at the core of religious
persecution lies the unequal power relationships between people of different faiths: At the core
of violence against women lies the unequal power relationships between men and women. For
someone who belongs to two minority groups, the compounded vulnerabilities can make life
doubly difficult, even deadly.
Global patterns exist in how women are persecuted, primarily focused on their differences to
men and what they represent in their community and family. These attacks utilize culturallyenshrined notions of inferiority, purity and honor. Often they are not reported or measured as
persecution, especially if they are viewed as normal within the culture or not seen as ‘typical’
persecution. Underpinning them are deep-rooted societal assumptions regarding women’s

1

“World Watch List 2018.” Open Doors Analytical, 2018, available at: http://opendoorsanalytical.org/world-watchlist-2018/ (password: freedom).
2 Tadros, Mariz. “International Women's Day: Solidarity & Iraqi Religious Minority Women.” Institute of
Development Studies, 8 Mar. 2015, available at:
https://web.archive.org/web/20180328132609/https://www.ids.ac.uk/opinion/international-women-s-daysolidarity-and-iraqi-religious-minority-women.
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identity and nature: Crimes committed against women are more likely to engender shame and
ostracism than those committed against men, and attackers rely upon this community response.
Men are not blamed for being tortured: If a woman is raped she is far more likely to be blamed
by both men and other women. Her whole family may be dishonored and fractured by her
perceived loss of purity. Her family or community (even her church) may indirectly add to the
persecution and trauma she has suffered through their response to her. Shame, coupled with
lack of voice and resources, stops many women reporting violence, discrimination or
persecution, including to (largely male) church leaders, so even the Church may not hear about
persecution which affects women.

Spheres of pressure3
The reports are split into three sections: Domestic, societal and state spheres. However, the
complex and interwoven nature of these spheres means that no section or sub-section can be
seen outside the context of the others. The complexity will be mapped for each country in a
diagram of pressures.

Categories of pressure
The pressures faced by women fall into three broad categories, which are integrated into each
of the sections mentioned above:
1. The direct targeting of Christian women for persecution. These are not intended by
aggressors purely as an attack on an individual woman, but on the men who are supposed
to protect her, on the children who rely on her, and on the community of which she is an
inextricable part.
2. A) The areas in which all women within a culture face challenges, but in which Christian
women are particularly vulnerable. Many women may face sexual violence, but Christian
converts are more likely to face it. Women’s voices may not be listened to in court: Christian
women’s particularly not, creating complete impunity for attackers. These are areas in which
persecution is a matter of the differential between the experience of all women and that of
Christian women.
B) The areas in which Christians are discriminated against, but which have a
disproportionate effect on women (and thus the whole family). Women disproportionately
use public systems and community resources: It is women who collect water and food and

3

Please note that the term “pressure” in this paper is used in a broader sense than in standard WWL methodology
and includes violent acts targeting women. In WWL methodology, “pressure” denotes non-violent persecution
experienced in all areas of a Christian’s life (Private, Family, Community, National and Church life) and “violence”
is defined as “the deprivation of physical freedom or as serious bodily or mental harm to Christians or serious
damage to their property” (and related incidents), which can potentially occur in all areas of life. For further
discussion concerning this distinction, see: WWL Methodology, updated November 2017, pp. 17-21, available at:
http://opendoorsanalytical.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/WWL-2018-Methodology-LONG-VERSIONNovember-2017.pdf (password: freedom).
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access medical services either for their children, or, much more than men (and in different
ways to men) for themselves during their reproductive years.
3. The harmful factors all/many women in a country face, and in which the Church is, sadly,
sometimes complicit, but which cannot be seen as persecutory factors in and of themselves
(such as child marriage or lack of education). They do, however, create compounded
disadvantages which impact women’s ability to thrive, as outlined in Gendered Persecution:
World Watch List 2018 Analysis and Implications.4 Exposing half (or more than half, given
global statistics) the members of a church to these difficulties means that when persecution
does come, the whole Body is less resilient. These issues may not appear to be related to
persecution, but they are pressure points which weaken the whole Church. Persecution
reinforces the social, cultural and institutional discrimination that women face in their daily
lives and vice versa.
The reports focus on the intersecting vulnerabilities of women, however this is not to present
them as ‘natural victims’ nor to reinforce ideas of the inevitability of violence against them. Nor
is it to deny their agency – either in their ability to survive, find means to overcome persecution
and be contributing members of their churches, or their complicity in perpetuating the hardships
suffered by other women. Recognition and reinforcement of women’s agency and resilience is
key to healing and overcoming the challenges they face.
The distinct nature of how women are put under pressure for their faith ought not to be
fatalistically accepted or ignored as inevitable or culturally neutral: Its strategic nature, and the
incremental difference between how it happens to Christian as opposed to non-Christian
women, needs to be taken into account if the whole Church is to tackle the persecution and
daily discriminations which undermine women and, by extension, the Church.

Please note:
1)
2)

4

The symbol * indicates that names have been changed for the purposes of security.
WWL is the abbreviation for the annually published Open Doors World Watch List.

Fisher, Helene and Miller, Elizabeth. “Gendered persecution: World Watch List 2018 Analysis and Implications.”
World Watch Monitor, 2018, available at: https://www.worldwatchmonitor.org/wpcontent/uploads/2018/03/Gendered-persecution-WWL-2018-analysis-and-implications.pdf.
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1. Introduction: The situation in the Central African Republic
Women in the Central African Republic (CAR) have gone from a traditional, pre-colonial position
of being viewed as cherished educators of the next generation with economic influence to being
deeply disadvantaged members of society as their traditional pastoral economies were
subsumed into the colonial economy. In a country with the world’s second lowest GDP, they
face violence and exploitation, including strategic mass rape by armed groups and sexual
exploitation by peacekeepers. They also face amongst the lowest levels of female literacy and
the second highest rate of child marriage in the world.
Even in the Church, widespread cohabitation and the blaming and suspicion of women leaves
them deeply vulnerable amongst a community where they should be safest, particularly if they
have been traumatized by war and sexual violence. This undermines the entire Christian
community, leaving it far more vulnerable to external pressures because its own core is fragile.
Yet women in CAR have also been key to peace and reconstruction efforts at a community level.
Recognition of their value, their trauma and their agency is vital to stabilization and
reconstruction of both individual lives and churches and of the country as a whole.

1.1 Broader context for Christians in CAR5
WWL Year6

WWL Points

WWL Position

2018

61

35

2017

58

34

2016

59

26

2015

67

17

2014

67

16

Figure 1: Open Doors World Watch List points and global ranking of CAR, 2014-2018.

Pressure on Christians in Central African Republic ebbs and flows roughly in line with the conflict
situation: Figure 1 highlights the overall fall in World Watch List scores for pressure and violence
since 2014/15, with a slight rise more recently. The significant fall in CAR’s global ranking on the
World Watch List also correlates to the increased pressure and violence in other countries as
much as to any decrease in CAR.

5

“Country Dossiers: Central African Republic.” Open Doors Analytical, Open Doors, June 2018. All World Watch
Research country dossiers are available at: http://opendoorsanalytical.org/country-dossiers/ (password:
freedom).
6 The reporting period for each “WWL year” is the November to October period directly prior to the year of
publication. E.g. for WWL 2017, the research analysis covered 1 November 2015 – 31 October 2016 and was
published in January 2017.
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The US State Department (2016) estimates the population of CAR at 5.5 million, with CAR’s own
2003 census reporting the population as 51% Protestant, 29% Roman Catholic, 10% Muslim, and
4.5% other religious groups, with 5.5% having no religious beliefs.7 (Other sources including the
United Nations Population Fund and World Bank put the total population at 4.5 million). The
primary Persecution engines8 are Islamic oppression and Organized crime and corruption.
From the 17th century, CAR faced 200 years of slave trading, resulting in lasting inter-ethnic
conflict. During French rule, from the late 19th century, private companies leased land and
exploited the people, leading to famine, the introduction of new diseases and the breakdown of
traditional social structures.
Since its independence from France in 1960, CAR has seen near-constant instability and conflict,
involving five coups, a succession of weak governments and a resultant lack of rule of law. Intercommunal and inter-ethnic tension plus a largely subsistence economy continue to undermine
attempts at stability.
The current civil war, in very broad strokes, began when rebel group Séléka protested
government discrimination against Muslims and advanced towards the capital Bangui in
December 2012, followed by a coup in March 2013. Séléka were made up of fighters from the
north of the country, most of whom are Muslim (helped by some coming in from neighbouring
Chad and Sudan). The group has now split into several factions and paramilitary groups with
political aims. Radical Islamic teaching also fuels persecution of Christians by non-fighters in
Muslim areas, such as in the north east and around smaller Muslim communities.
Séléka were opposed in retaliatory attacks by the anti-Balaka. While the anti-Balaka started as
protection and vigilante groups and have become a major force in the civil war, both they and
the fragmented ex-Séléka groups now also function more like criminal gangs who attack and
loot churches, and target Christians leaders and civilians as well as Muslims and animists. At
times, ex-Séléka and anti-Balaka groups have even joined forces against former allies on both
sides.
Amnesty International named anti-Balaka attacks on Muslims in southern and western CAR as
ethnic cleansing.9
At present, the Government has limited control outside Bangui. The United Nations
Multidimensional Integrated Stabilization Mission in the Central African Republic (MINUSCA) is
present to protect civilians, the International Criminal Court has set up investigations and the
Special Criminal Court in the Central African Republic (SCC) was established in June 2015.
However, despite theoretical and judicial steps towards peace, armed groups have not been
7

“International Religious Freedom Report for 2016: Central African Republic.” U.S. Department of State, 2017,
available at: https://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/2016religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2016&dlid=268630.
8 See definition and explanations in WWL Methodology, Nov. 2017, pp. 10-16, available at:
http://opendoorsanalytical.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/WWL-2018-Methodology-LONG-VERSIONNovember-2017.pdf (password: freedom).
9 “Central African Republic: Little Peace to Keep, but 4.7 Million Lives to Live.” IRIN, 25 May 2018, available at:
http://www.irinnews.org/special-report/2018/05/24/central-african-republic-little-peace-keep-47-million-liveslive?utm_source=IRIN+-+the+inside+story+on+emergencies&utm_campaign=690db3b0a9RSS_EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_ENGLISH_AFRICA&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_d842d98289-690db3b0a929277285.
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disarmed and continue to fight and to target civilians and destroy property, resulting in ongoing
killing and massive displacement both internally and across borders into neighboring countries.
In 2017, of the total population 601,600 were internally displaced and 538,400 were refugees.
One in five people fled their homes during the year, 2.4 million needed humanitarian aid from a
budget which was only 34% funded.10

1.2 The situation of women in CAR
Any analysis of women’s situation in CAR must take into consideration not only long-term
cultural and economic considerations, but also the chaos and breakdown of social order and rule
of law caused by decades of political instability and armed conflict.

Armed conflict
Sexual violence
by armed
Breakdown of
groups &
infrastructure
Unequal social status of women
peacekeepers
& rule of law
Lack of access
Female-headed
to employment
households
Lack of
Bride price
& community
access to
Early marriage/ union
resources
state
Impunity
Early pregnancy & childbirth
FGM
resources
for violence
Cohabitation with no legal rights
e.g. aid,
against
Travel/
healthcare
Confinement to home
women
movement Domestic violence & sexual abuse Sexual abuse/ education
restrictions
Denial of custody & inheritance harassment
Forced divorce/ abandonment
Ostracism of sexual
Stigmatisation
Displacement
violence survivors
of sexual
& insecure
Lack of
Polygamy
Women
violence
accommodation
inclusion in
lack legal
survivors,
MBBs,
including by churches legislative &
protection
policy-making
Poverty
processes
Domestic sphere

Lack of knowledge of
rights or how to
access justice

Societal &
cultural sphere
State sphere

Figure 2: Areas of pressure faced by Central African women in general, and Christian women in particular.

By any measure – political representation, economic, health, education, social status – women
in CAR are at a fundamental disadvantage to men. The country ranks 149/188 on the Gender

10

“World Report 2018: Rights Trends in Central African Republic.” Human Rights Watch, 18 Jan. 2018, available at:
https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2018/country-chapters/central-african-republic.
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Inequality Index11, and women are vulnerable at every stage of life and in every sphere,
particularly given the ongoing conflict. Figure 2 highlights some of the issues women face in the
domestic, social and cultural and state spheres, which may be particularly severe for Christian
women from non-Christian backgrounds: there is no sphere in which women are completely
safe, and for minority women such as those who have converted this vulnerability is
exacerbated.

2. Domestic sphere
In the sphere where women should have the most protection, they often face violent and
insecure marriages and unions, aggravated by the insecurity the whole country faces.

2.1 Marriage
CAR has the world’s second highest rate of early/child marriage after Niger and is one of the
only countries in the world where child marriage is increasing rather than decreasing, in contrast
to regional trends.12 Civil law in CAR gives eighteen as the legal age for marriage, although girls
can marry at thirteen with court or parental consent. However, even where law prevents
marriage, in a situation where bureaucracy, infrastructure and rule of law are lacking, it will
always be more common for marriages to either be unregistered traditional marriages or for
girls to simply be in informal unions, and there is little that legislation alone can do to prevent
this (particularly if officials are unwilling to enforce the law). Further, if a girl has no birth
certificate, her young age is not necessarily easy to prove.
Child marriage is strongly linked to beliefs about women’s subordinate gender roles and
sexuality and is often seen as a way to provide economic security for a daughter or preserve her
perceived purity (and so the family’s honor). It is compounded by lack of alternative
opportunities in education or employment, or by her family’s need to have one less mouth to
feed.
Globally, child marriage always increases during periods of armed conflict and economic strain.
If a girl is separated from her family during displacement, it may indeed provide a fraction more
short-term security than being alone. Even in peace time, girls themselves may sometimes want
the social status which comes with marriage, particularly if they see friends with a newlyelevated status.
However, the practice almost universally deprives girls of education and employment
opportunities, exposes them to a higher likelihood of domestic violence and to the serious
health risks (to both mother and baby) of early pregnancy and childbirth. The larger the age gap

11

“Human Development Reports.” United Nations Development Programme, 2016, available at:
http://hdr.undp.org/en/composite/GII.
12 United Nations Children’s Fund. “Achieving a Future without Child Marriage: Focus on West and Central Africa.”
UNICEF, 2017, p.3, available at: https://data.unicef.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/Child-Marriage-WEB.pdf.
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between a girl and her husband, the more likely domestic violence becomes.13 She is almost
always married to a significantly older man, with a lower chance of being able to negotiate
contraceptive use, potentially leading to sexually transmitted disease and less ability to plan the
timing, spacing or number of pregnancies. According to Girls Not Brides et al, “Only 4% of
married girls in West and Central Africa use modern contraception: this is the lowest rate in the
world”.14,15
The economic toll it takes on individual girls, when magnified across a nation and generation to
generation, costs their community and their country billions of dollars and prevents progress
towards development goals. Its roots in gender inequality, the physical and mental harm it does
and the overwhelming number of girls, rather than boys, who are married early mean that it is
considered a form of gender-based violence.16
Whilst the understanding of ‘early’ may vary across cultures, international standards (including
the African Union) define it as marriage (or union) under the age of eighteen. In CAR, 29% of
girls are in a marriage or union by fifteen, and 68% by the age of eighteen.17 In addition to poverty
and lack of opportunity, the higher social status conferred on the husbands of young brides, and
the perceived protection from current widespread sexual violence are undoubtedly factors as
well.
Added to this is the perception, common in the Christian community as well, of women as
dangerous and in need of control and protection by a man. Stories of ‘sex mad’ women abound
(despite the stated experience of women themselves), with single women seen as a particular
threat, and women blamed for sexual violence perpetrated against them.18 The earlier a girl can
marry, therefore, the sooner she is not seen as a threat. When married women also accept these
ideas, single women, unwilling child brides and women who experience sexual violence have no
one to turn to. The idea that a woman can simply make her own life, or has a choice, is unrealistic
in this context.
The combination of health and economic risks of early/child marriage take their toll on the
Church. Christian communities which condone or promote the practice are left with a proportion
of their population bearing the medical and financial burdens which deplete the strength and
stability of church families. The Church can play a vital role in ending the harmful practice of
early marriage, starting with clear teaching about the value of women created in the image of
God.

13

“Ending Child Marriage in Africa.” Human Rights Watch, 22 Feb. 2017, available at:
https://www.hrw.org/news/2015/12/09/ending-child-marriage-africa.
14 “Child Marriage in West and Central Africa.” Girls Not Brides et al, 19 Oct. 2017, p.4, available at:
https://www.girlsnotbrides.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/Child-Marriage-in-West-Central-Africa.pdf.
15 Amongst women aged 15-49, by contrast, this rises to 12% according to “Contraceptive Prevalence, Modern
Methods (% of women aged 15-49).” World Bank, 2011, available at:
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.DYN.CONM.ZS?locations=CF.
16 “Why Is Child Marriage a Form of Violence against Women and Girls?” Girls Not Brides, 7 Oct. 2014, available at:
https://www.girlsnotbrides.org/why-is-child-marriage-a-form-of-violence-against-women-and-girls/.
17 “Central African Republic - Child Marriage Around The World.” Girls Not Brides, 2017, available at:
https://www.girlsnotbrides.org/child-marriage/central-african-republic/.
18 Rathbone, Olivia. “Interview and correspondence with Berdine van den Toren-Lekkerkerker.” 31 Jan.- May 2018.
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2.2 Bride price
The custom of bride price is a major contributor to these informal unions in CAR, including in
the Christian community. Intended to be an almost symbolic reflection of a bride’s true value
and in gratitude to her parents for raising her, there is a fine line between this and the
commodification of women, especially when a bride price has the potential to bring significant
financial gain to her parents. UNICEF have pointed out that “girls are effectively being used as
currency to secure the futures of other family members.”19 Girls rarely have any influence over
what price is set for them, and it is not unknown for them to be forced to marry the highest
bidder. Once married, she may be abused for not ‘living up to’ the price paid for her.20
In theory, if a bride price is paid and a marriage formalized, it must be paid back to the groom
upon dissolution of the marriage. However, in practice this is uncommon: If a bride’s family
cannot afford (or do not want) to repay it, she may be trapped in an abusive marriage.
Bride prices have long been set extremely high in CAR, but massive inflation caused by the
current conflict and economic crisis have prompted families to set the price even higher, to keep
up with their own spiralling cost of living.21 Whilst in theory a reflection of a girl’s value, the
extremely high price set by parents mean that girls in effect become ‘unaffordable’. Even where
parents wish to set a lower price in order to help their daughter to marry, often the extended
family or the community will pressure her parents to set the price higher. The unaffordability
has the converse effect of encouraging couples to live together and have a family without
formalized marriage. By the time a girl has lost her virginity, and especially when she becomes
pregnant, her bride price is no longer relevant: She no longer has the same value.
The instability of informal unions does not serve girls and women well: Men may claim that
because they are not formally married and no bride price has been paid, they can sleep with
other women. If the union falls apart, a woman/girl may be simply thrown out with no legal
rights to property, finance or, in some cases, child custody (although in most cases she will be
left to care and provide for the children alone). Likewise, if her partner dies, his family may
simply take her inheritance, leaving her with no legal claim to it and nowhere to live. For
registered (as opposed to traditional, unregistered) marriages this theft of inheritance is now
illegal, giving some measure of protection if widows are able to access legal recourse (which is
by no means certain).
For the Church, this high number of co-habiting couples leads to further instability: If the
majority of families within a church community are unstable, the whole community is
destabilized at a time when, due to political and economic circumstances, the Church needs as
much stability as possible. Many churches do not allow those who are co-habiting into
leadership positions, causing a potential leadership crisis.

19

Jones, Nicola, et al. “Surprising Trends in Child Marriage in Ethiopia.” UNICEF, Mar. 2016, page 3, available at:
https://www.unicef.org/ethiopia/Briefing.pdf.
20 Akumu, Patience. “Bride Price: the Changing Face of Culture in Africa.” Africa Times, 28 Aug. 2015, available at:
https://africatimes.com/2015/08/28/bride-price-the-changing-face-of-culture-in-africa/.
21 Van den Toren-Lekkerkerker, 2018.
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2.3 Domestic violence
In 2006 – the latest year for which data is available – the World Bank estimated that 26.3% of
women in CAR aged 15-49 had been subjected to physical and/ or sexual violence within the last
twelve months.22 Given that most violence against women and girls takes place at the hands of
intimate partners or family members, that domestic violence is more likely to occur against very
young brides and that, due to stress, trauma and an increase in violence generally, it always
increases during times of armed conflict, we can assume that the statistics today have not fallen
since 2006, and are likely to have risen.
The 2010 statistic that 79.6% of women in CAR believe that a husband is justified in beating them
for any one of five reasons23, 24 shows just how widely acceptable domestic violence is. While
the Church generally discourages violence, it is known to occur at the hands of church leaders,
which tacitly allows other church members to do the same.25 In a highly patriarchal culture,
when views of men as ‘boss’ and of ‘dangerous’ women needing to be disciplined and controlled
are perpetuated in the Church, it is hardly surprising that domestic violence is common.
Overlaying the statistics both of those who believe domestic violence to be justified and of those
who have experienced it within the last twelve months with the percentage of Christians in the
country, it is most certainly present amongst the Christian population.
Added to this is the stress and trauma caused by war and poverty: When everyone has been
brutalized, violence becomes normalized. Large numbers face unemployment, poverty and food
insecurity (in 2017, at least 2.4 million people depended on humanitarian assistance and 1.4
million were food insecure), potentially unsuitable or crowded accommodation, especially in
internal displacement and refugee camps. With the chaos of conflict, displacement and mass
urbanization, the community as a support for the family structure is no longer present for many
people. All of these are factors which contribute to, but do not excuse, domestic violence.
Domestic violence breaks families, whether they stay together or not. Both those on the
receiving end of violence and those who witness it (often children) are traumatized. When
church communities are made up of any amount of families fractured in this way, the
communities’ witness, effectiveness and resilience – their ability to survive severe hardship and
persecution – is fundamentally undermined. When churches act strongly against domestic
violence they strengthen the very core of their own community against external pressures.

2.4 Conversion within marriage
Where once conversion between Catholicism and Protestantism was strongly discouraged, this
has become less difficult now due to the general upheaval and need for solidarity caused by the
22

“Proportion of Women Subjected to Physical and/or Sexual Violence in the Last 12 Months (% of Women Age 1549).” World Bank, 2006, available at: https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SG.VAW.1549.ZS?locations=CF.
23 Reasons given were when a wife argues with her husband, burns the food, goes out without telling him, refuses
him sex or neglects the children.
24 “Women who believe a husband is justified in beating his wife (any of five reasons) (%).” World Bank, 2010,
available at: https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SG.VAW.REAS.ZS?locations=CF.
25 Van den Toren-Lekkerkerker, 2018.
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conflict.26 However conversion to Christianity, either from Islam or from traditional African
religions (TRA), is never viewed positively whether it is a man or a woman who converts. The
convert, or their family, will face great pressure from the community and from religious leaders.
Both men and women may face tight controls, threats or even death, and will be seen as having
shamed their family.
The difference for women, however, is that they are far more likely to be confined to the house
or family compound, particularly if they are not earning money.
Both single and married women and men may lose any inheritance due to them which, given
the lack of economic alternatives for women, is not simply a matter of unfairness but of survival.
If not thrown out, single women may face forced marriage to a non-Christian, or the denial of
marriage to a Christian27 (more likely for women, who have less choice than men over who they
marry).

2.5 Forced divorce
While both men and women may be thrown out of their family or community, women are more
likely to face a forced divorce and loss of child custody and, once she has left the family home,
a woman is more physically vulnerable when alone and less able to earn a living. Prostitution,
survival sex and becoming a ‘war wife’ may be her only option.

2.6 Polygamy
Polygamy is another challenge for women in CAR, where men may legally take up to four wives.
Although not condoned by the Church, it is present not only amongst Christian families from
Muslim and traditional African religion backgrounds who convert whilst already in polygamous
unions but also amongst those who are lifelong Christians.28
However, for women who convert to Christianity without their husbands also doing so,
polygamy is a real risk: he may simply take a second (or other) wife/ partner if she ‘shames’ him
by her conversion. This may also happen to women who ‘shame’ their Christian husband by
being raped. In either case, if she is not forced to leave the family, she may be severely
discriminated against within it.
Polygamy may also be an option for women who cannot find a Christian husband or whose
husband has been killed, particularly when churches simply do not have the capacity to care for
large numbers of women left isolated by displacement and conflict, and where a woman on her
own is viewed with suspicion or as an opportunity for exploitation. A polygamous marriage to
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or union with a Muslim or TRA man may seem to be her safest recourse in the face of severe
hardship and danger.

3. Societal and cultural sphere
While practices such as bride price, female genital mutilation and early marriage pre-date
colonialism, women’s role in wider society was further undermined when CAR was a French
colony and men and women were economically exploited and were separated with the aim of
making them work harder. This broke down the normal social structure and tore families apart,
the effects of which are still apparent today in a highly patriarchal society.29
Discrimination and violence against women in the domestic and state spheres are rooted in and
perpetuated by deeply held cultural views of women and practices towards them: For instance,
even if a family do not wish their daughter to marry young, they may be pressured into this by
the community’s prevailing view that she is of less value (or even tarnished) if she marries later.
Even if the law states that eighteen is the minimum age for marriage, this is almost
unenforceable if society (including those charged with enforcing the law) widely believes that
girls must marry younger than this (hence the legal caveat allowing girls to marry at thirteen
with parental or court consent). Societal practices and beliefs are at the core of family and state
practices.
Prevailing negative views of women (and/or children) can also be used as an excuse for more
obviously violent attacks: The US State Department reports that in 2016:
According to the July UN Report of the Independent Expert, between January and June there
were 63 documented cases of violence against people accused of practicing witchcraft. The
report stated that for the most part anti-Balaka forces located in the capital and in the
western part of the country committed these acts. Women were the most frequently
accused, except in Bangui where these accusations were levied mainly against children. The
report stated that accusations of witchcraft were more often than not actually attempts by
armed groups to extort money from the victims.
MINUSCA reported that on August 29, ex-Séléka elements assaulted a 62-year-old man for
practicing witchcraft near the town of Bria. MINUSCA also reported that on November 7 two
suspected anti-Balaka individuals in Bandjiti village killed a 55-year-old woman accused of
witchcraft.30

These views of women are also present in religious teachings, regardless of religion, and are
often given a religious veneer and justification, prompting the question of whether religious
teaching fuels negative societal attitudes and practices towards women or vice versa. Power
differentials between men and women are preached by religious leaders, and practices such as
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30

Van den Toren-Lekkerkerker, 2018.
US Department of State, IRF report 2017, available at:
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domestic violence, early marriage, female genital mutilation are condoned, normalized and
minimalized and, in some cases, the victims themselves blamed. This is despite Biblical and
Qur’anic injunctions to protect the most vulnerable.

3.1 Female Genital Mutilation
Female genital mutilation stems from pre-Christian and pre-Islamic views about women’s purity
and sexuality needing to be controlled. It leads to lifelong health problems ranging from blood
loss, sepsis (often fatal) and trauma at the time of the procedure through to obstetric fistula,
severe tearing during sex and maternal and child mortality. Acute and chronic pain and infection
break down relationships between girls and their parents (who have paid for the procedure to
be performed on their daughters and are seen by her as responsible for the effects it has had)
and between wives and their husbands.
Encouragingly, rates are dropping decade by decade in CAR. The current national prevalence
rate, across women aged 15-24, is 24.2%. However, within this, rates vary according to age
group: of those aged 45-49 the rate is 33.8%; of those aged 15-19 the rate falls to 17.9% (most
girls have FGM performed on them before the age of fifteen). It varies again according to region,
with areas in the north and centre of the country having far higher prevalence than those in the
east and west: from 76.6% in Bamingui-Bangoran down to 3.3% in Ouham Pendé and Nana
Mambéré. It is higher in rural areas than urban, and in poorer households than in the wealthier.31
Further, 75.2% of women and 55.5% of men think the practice should be stopped. In theory, the
law supports this view: Order No.66/16 (1966) prohibits FGM. Law No. 06032 (2002) on the
protection of women against violence reinforces the earlier law. However, to date there have
been no convictions against practitioners or against parents who have their daughters cut,
despite some political leaders, such as Marguerite Ramadan, encouraging authorities to enforce
the law.
Given the high percentage of Christians in CAR, FGM will statistically be present amongst
Christians, as well as amongst those who convert to Christianity. Recognition that the chronic
complications (physical, psychological and relational) attached to FGM fundamentally
undermine women’s health and wellbeing and their marriages, and thus their ability to fully
participate in church or family life, is helping Christian communities to support those affected
and to speak out against the practice, eventually strengthening the whole community.

3.2 Sexual abuse and harassment
Where social structures and communities have broken down over decades of chaos, sexual
abuse and harassment are common and all but unavoidable. Any tacit notion, reinforced by
bride price practices, of women and girls as commodities only adds to ideas that they can be
abused with both legal and societal impunity.
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What happens in peacetime is one end of a spectrum of behavior, and sexual harassment and
abuse have not been uncommon in CAR at a community level aside from the current conflict
(due to its differing nature, the use of sexual violence in armed conflict by armed groups and
state actors is dealt with in the State Sphere section below). It is extremely difficult to obtain
concrete data on sexual violence at the best of times, and data from CAR not only varies
according to source but it is also impossible to know the context in which it occurs: family,
community or directly conflict-related. UNICEF reported in 2001 that:





45.4 per cent of women say that they have suffered physical violence (especially at their
husband’s hands). The proportion is slightly higher in rural areas;
About one third of women have been victims of rape: 35.6 per cent of them on three or
more occasions, and 10 per cent at the hands of a third person - a worrying fact in the
light of the spread of AIDS;
14.1 per cent of women acknowledge having been subjected to sexual harassment.32

In 2006 (the latest year for which figures are available), World Bank report the less disaggregated
figure of 26.3% of women aged 15-49 having experienced physical and/or sexual violence within
the past twelve months.33
Even in the structured environment of the workplace or educational establishment, it is not
uncommon for a male employer to promote, demote or fire, or a teacher to pass or fail, based
on an employee/ student’s willingness to sleep with him.34
Mass displacement, urbanization and the anonymity of living in internal displacement and
refugee camps or temporary accommodation make abuse both more common and easier to
perpetrate.
Adrenaline and trauma caused by exposure to war – both amongst those directly involved in
fighting and those who have experienced it indirectly – may be expressed by resorting to
promiscuity and sexual violence, including rape. Men with no employment or income suffer
stress, boredom and loss of identity, and it only takes a little peer pressure for this to find an
outlet either by carrying a weapon and/or by sleeping around and bragging about it, regardless
of women’s/girls’ consent. When rape and impunity are both the norm, women who are
harassed on the street or at work, even verbally, can never be sure if this will quickly become
far more violent.35
Living in insecure accommodation such as camps increases women and girls’ vulnerability
greatly. Other than camps in more secure compounds with high walls and gates (such as those
in the grounds of Catholic churches or at Bangui Evangelical School of Theology (FATEB), camp
borders are permeable, and militia are able to come in and out. Tents or temporary structures
32
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CONSEQUENCES OF SEXUAL
VIOLENCE

FORMER HEAD OF BANGUI SOCIAL
SERVICES MONIQUE NALI LISTS THE
CONSEQUENCES OF RAPE AS
INCLUDING PHYSICAL INJURIES SUCH
AS OBSTETRIC FISTULA, MUTILATION
AND WOUNDS ACQUIRED THROUGH
BEATINGS, SEXUALLY TRANSMITTED
INFECTIONS INCLUDING HIV,
PREGNANCY AND MENTAL HEALTH
CONSEQUENCES SUCH AS
DEPRESSION, POST TRAUMATIC
SHOCK, SOMETIMES LEADING TO
SUICIDE. ON TOP OF THIS, A
WOMAN MAY BE SHAMED BY HER
COMMUNITY AND REJECTED BY HER
HUSBAND AND FAMILY, LEAVING
HER HOMELESS AND HIGHLY
VULNERABLE TO FURTHER ATTACK
AND EXPLOITATION.

(including sanitation facilities) may have no
proper door, and numbers of unrelated people
may be forced to share large tents designed for
families. Beds are lined up next to one another,
often with little or no partition: One single
mother interviewed by van den TorenLekkerkerker said that she is terrified living in
the tents with her small child: If a man attacks
her and she screams, no one knows that he is
not her husband, so onlookers do nothing to
help36 (which also points to the acceptability of
intimate partner violence).
The extreme poverty experienced in CAR has
driven some girls and women to prostitution as
the only means they have of feeding themselves
and their children. UNICEF’s Multiple Indicator
Cluster Survey of 2001 reports that 9.5% of
women have been forced into prostitution, with
most of these being adolescent girls under the
influence of a third party.37 Whilst prostitution
may seem like a form of ‘consent’ to sex, with
payment in return, in reality this is no choice at
all. Fisher references at least one pastor’s wife
who was also forced into prostitution as a
means to feed the family.38

Such is the shame experienced by both victim and her family that sexual abuse against women
and girls is rarely reported. UNICEF state that “Very few women victims of rape have complained
either to a court (0.5%) or to a person of influence (2.9%).”39 In addition, the breakdown of the
rule of law gives little opportunity to make a report, and little likelihood that the report will be
acted upon by police (even if the perpetrator/s are known). International Medical Corps reports
that in some areas, victims are taken to the village elders to be dealt with, and are at times made
to marry their attacker.40 Victim blaming is common, with the girl/woman seen as ‘damaged
goods’ or an easy target, and for this reason police have also been known to rape or assault
those who do report having been attacked. The risk of stigmatisation is so high that many
women do not even seek medical help, despite injuries and the danger of HIV infection.
Sadly, victim-blaming is present in Christian communities too, tied into both the ‘dangerous
women’ idea and to distorted notions of a woman’s purity and value. Even when a woman or
36
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girl has been raped, she may find little support from her community (if she lets people know at
all) for one of two reasons: Either she may be accused of having wanted sex or, if her nonconsent is accepted, she will still be view as being ‘impure’ and essentially ‘damaged goods’ for
the rest of her life, often being viewed (including by herself) as having committed adultery,
despite the circumstances. In the context of the Church, this conflation of the status of victims
of sexual violence with those guilty of adultery gives rise to a number of seemingly justifiable
prejudices and harsh treatment (including being turned out of the home or even killed by her
husband/partner without legal penalties – See Section 4.4 below) on the part of a community
concerned to preserve honour and dignity in the midst of great difficulty.
Victim-blaming, the intra-familial tension caused by trauma and the sense of betrayal of women
by men all combine to tear apart Christian families and decrease church participation. With
conflict-related trauma linked to sexual violence now so widespread, however, some churches
are increasingly aware of the individual and communal devastation caused by all forms of sexual
violence, leading to better training for those who lead, support for those who have been
attacked and encouragement to husbands and families not to reject survivors.

3.3 Restricted movement
While women’s movement in CAR is not officially restricted, such is the fear and the real danger
posed by sexual violence and by militia attacks that movement is, in many places, effectively
very restricted (often for men as well). This is particularly true where opposing groups live in
close proximity to one another, such as Christian communities in Muslim areas, or Muslims living
in the PK5 area of Bangui.
Restricted movement limits women’s vital access to resources such as water, fuel, food and
markets, emergency aid, medical care, employment (or working family/village fields), education,
and the ability to return home and/or locate family following displacement. With conflict, vital
resources may be further away than they once were: a local clinic may have closed, a nearby
water source may be destroyed or polluted, leaving secure freedom of movement more
important than ever.
Church communities may find members are scattered and unable to attend or seek help, even
when they have remained within the locale. The lack of access for Christian women to the above
resources places an additional burden on an already strained Christian community. It is notable
that the women of Boda, as a key part of their reconciliation efforts, have accompanied one
another in mixed Muslim-Christian groups into each other’s areas in order to provide security.41
They understand that the ability to move around freely is key to survival, and that restricting it
is key to perpetuating conflict along ethnic and religious lines.
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3.4 Female-headed households
The latest World Bank figures for the percentage of households headed by women aged fifteen
and over in CAR are from 1995. This puts the figure at 21%. But across the whole region, the
numbers of female-headed households (FHHs) has risen, and CAR cannot be an exception given
the context.
Women may be left as heads of households through widowhood, separation and divorce, nonresident husbands (particularly in polygamous unions), abandonment, single mothers who were
never in a permanent union, displacement, and households which are effectively female-headed
due to the illness, disability or other incapacity of a husband/ partner. While some of these, such
as a never-married single mother, may be more vulnerable than others (e.g. widows), all femaleheaded households are at greater risk of poverty, violence and loss of property than those
headed by a man.42, 43 This vulnerability is exacerbated by the higher status of married women
(or those in a union) and the suspicion afforded lone women, or, for instance, practices such as
giving emergency aid and shelter only to male heads of households.
Compounding this is the difficulty many women have claiming property or inheritance which is
rightfully theirs (particularly if they had no legally registered marriage, as above), or belonged
to their dead or missing husband. In 2001, UNICEF surveys in Bangui state that “40.6 per cent of
widows say that they have been dispossessed of property inherited from a deceased husband,
most of the cases occurring in the home; 56 per cent of divorced or widowed women have lost
custody of a young child.”44 The situation is unlikely to have improved given current high rates
of poverty and displacement and the breakdown of rule of law.
In conflict situations, women may find that their right to land, property and housing is abused
not only by their family and community, but also by parties to the conflict: When a whole area
is taken over by enemy forces, when enemy forces destroy property, and by theft by non-enemy
fighters. Many women return from displacement to find that they are unable to claim land,
property and housing they or their husband/partner owned when they fled, even if it has not
been destroyed. Women thrown out by their husband/partner may also find themselves
homeless: Open Doors staff have found a group of ten women living together having all been
made homeless in this way.45
The ability to claim one’s property is crucial to women’s survival and that of their children: A
secure place to live, livelihood and trauma recovery are all much further out of reach for those
who cannot access this. Alone and without money or recourse to justice, there is too often very
little they can do about this. Illiteracy, lack of knowledge of rights, lack of legally-recognized
42

Walle, Dominique Van De. “Poverty Is Falling Faster for Female-Headed Households in Africa.” Governance for
Development, World Bank, 30 Dec. 2015, available at: http://blogs.worldbank.org/africacan/poverty-is-fallingfaster-for-female-headed-households-in-africa.
43 According to van de Walle, exceptions to this do exist in the Western and Central African region, such as educated
or wealthy women who have chosen not to marry or re-marry, but part of their lower vulnerability relies upon
stable political and economic circumstances, which are not present in CAR.
44 UNICEF, 2001, p.28.
45 Fisher, 2016, p.17. (i)

18

CAR: Compound structural vulnerabilities facing Christian women

marriage and the lack of a woman’s name on ownership documents add to this. Even if a woman
is able to use legal means to help her, she may be unwilling to do so for fear of losing vital
community and family relationships by entering into an adversarial process – relationships upon
which her survival also relies.46
Despite Biblical exhortation to take care of widows (i.e. women who lead a household), the
Church is, at times, unable or unwilling to do this. Some women have even been accused of
practicing witchcraft (condemned by the Bible) and thus causing their own circumstances, both
blaming the woman and providing a reason for not helping her, putting Biblical injunctions
against occult practices ahead of those concerning the care of widows and the vulnerable.
Without access to income, resources or inheritance, and lacking assistance and status, women
who lead households are at increased risk of either being forced into a union or marriage with
an inappropriate partner, potentially involving religious conversion, or of turning to
prostitution/survival sex or becoming a ‘war wife’ to national or foreign militia. This is a
significant point of vulnerability for the Christian community, particularly when combined with
shaming and ostracism of those women who do this. Having lost the men of the community
and/or as a result of broken families, churches are further weakened when numbers of women
are forced into these situations simply to survive.

3.5 Access to employment
With its largely subsistence economy facing crisis, a sharp rise in the cost of living and much
farmland destroyed by militia, lack of livelihood is a problem facing much of the population.
Women face the additional difficulties of lower general engagement in the labour market
(labour force participation rate female: 63%;47 male: 80%48) and lower numeracy and literacy
than men, but often being relied upon to provide food for children. Women’s access to
emergency aid is also lower than men’s, both due to the danger of travelling to distribution
points and the dangers women may face in collecting aid, and through prejudicial practices such
as handing aid to male heads of households.
The ability to work, earn an income and feed her family are all vital factors not just in basic
survival for women (and their families) but also as a means to protect her from economic and
sexual exploitation, over-dependence on others and also for recovery from trauma.
For the increasing thousands of women who have been raped and sexually exploited, an added
complication arises: when it is known in the community that she has been attacked, the stigma
46
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attached to this seriously impedes her ability to earn a living:49 those she works alongside in
fields may ostracize her, potential buyers may avoid her produce and she will struggle to find an
employer to hire her. If her family have disowned her, this becomes even more serious as she is
left without access to any income. The implications of rape are not simply physical and
psychological: The aftermath of social and economic consequences can also be life-threatening.
Within the Church, this leads to dependency directly on church leaders to support ostracized
women and girls who cannot provide food or shelter for themselves. This can become a longterm situation weakening the Christian community if proactive measures are not taken to
reintegrate those who have been attacked and to connect girls and women to education and
training opportunities from a young age.

4. State sphere
Central African Republic 2016 Constitution (Transitional National Charter):50
Article 3: Each has the right to life and to physical and moral integrity. There may not
be derogation of this principle except in application of a law. No one may be subjected
either to torture, or to rape [viol], or to cruel, inhuman, degrading or humiliating acts
or treatment.
Article 6: All human beings are equal before the law without distinction of race, of
ethnic origin, of region, of sex, of religion, of political affiliation and of social position….
The law guarantees to the man and to the woman equal rights in all the domains. In
the Central African Republic one is neither subject [to] nor [has] a privilege of place of
birth, of person or of family.
Article 7: The protection of the woman and of the child against violence and insecurity,
exploitation and moral, intellectual and physical neglect[,] is an obligation of the State
and the other public collectivities. This protection is assured by the appropriate
measures and institutions of the State and of the other public collectivities.
Article 9: Each has the right of access to sources of knowledge. The State guarantees
to any citizen access to instruction, to culture, and to professional training
[formation]…. Parents have the obligation to provide education and instruction to their
children until the age of sixteen (16) years at least.

49
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4.1 State education
State education in CAR is free (although books, pencils, uniform and exam registration are not,
putting education out of reach for some) and, in theory, compulsory between the ages of 6-14.
However, due to the economic situation, even before the current conflict the system was
seriously underfunded, lacking both teachers and non-human resources. HIV-AIDS has
contributed to loss of many teachers (and therefore closure of schools), and in the past five years
displacement and insecurity have disrupted the schooling of hundreds of thousands of children.
In 2016, an estimated 1.6 million children lacked access to education due to the instability, with
25% of schools not functioning due to destruction or damage, looting or occupation by displaced
people or armed groups (this figure contains wide regional variations).51 The risk of violence,
including sexual violence, prevents many sending their children to school.
Where the state has been unable to provide schools and teachers, some communities have
created their own, employing ‘parent-teachers’ in these informal école de brousse (bush
schools). However, even these unqualified teachers need to be paid, which some parents can
no longer afford.52
The value of educating girls is seen as far less important than that of educating boys: Boys grow
up to be the breadwinners, girls grow up to be mothers. Both van den Toren-Lekkerkerker and
Fisher53 point out the disruption of the male-female power imbalance once girls are educated,
with van den Toren-Lekkerkerker mentioning the unpopularity of empowered women who, if in
education or employment, have no time to serve their husbands or fathers.54 Monique Nali,
former head of social services in Bangui, confirms this in her report that education disrupts the
notion of women viewed as being “subject, as a slave” and that men are afraid to lose domestic,
socio-cultural and political authority if women are educated.55
This value differential is starkly displayed in the literacy rates of men and women: For men aged
over fifteen, 50.7% can read and write. For women, the figure is 24.4% (2015 estimate).56
Lack of educational opportunity for girls is directly tied to early marriage: once girls are married,
they almost never continue their education. In addition, a higher bride price for a younger bride
versus paying out to educate a girl can seem like an obvious choice for her family.
Without education, however, girls and women face multiple disadvantages: low literacy and
numeracy undermines women’s ability to do basic business transactions or to manage their
income or access community resources ranging from health services to justice structures.
Women experience lower health outcomes for both themselves and their children, with higher
51

“Findings on the Worst Forms of Child Labor - Central African Republic.” United States Department of Labor, 28
Sep. 2017, available at: https://www.dol.gov/agencies/ilab/resources/reports/child-labor/central-africanrepublic.
52 Doundembi, Odilon. “Ce qu’il faut savoir sur le secteur éducatif en Centrafrique.” Actus á l’Africaine, 13 Oct. 2016.
53 Fisher, 2016, pp13-14. (i)
54 Van den Toren-Lekkerkerker, 2018.
55 Nali, 2015, p.1-2.
56 “The World Factbook: Central African Republic”. Central Intelligence Agency, available at:
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/ct.html, accessed 4 June 2018.

21

CAR: Compound structural vulnerabilities facing Christian women

mortality rates for both. Their children, especially girls, are less likely to complete their own
education. Women’s groups in CAR surveyed by Fisher explained that an illiterate woman “is
more alert in her thinking, she reasons in a more structured manner, she carries herself with
dignity, she thinks long-term, she is not dependent on others if she receives a letter and she
does not have an inferiority complex.”57
When other pressures are brought to bear on her, for instance domestic violence, widowhood
or persecution, a woman who is not literate will find that her options and resilience are far more
limited than those of her male peers and family members: She is less likely to be able to find
help or know what to do. A literate woman has more control and agency over what happens to
her: Illiteracy maintains power differentials between men and women.
For Christian women, the ability to turn to the Bible as a source of strength and encouragement
is denied them without literacy. At a time when she may need as many sources as possible to
help her rebuild her life, she may be reliant on others to read scripture to her – and if she has
been ostracized following sexual violence this may be even further out of reach. Fisher also
points to illiterate wives – including the wives of some pastors - whose husbands grew ashamed
of them as the husbands’ own education or status progressed, eventually abandoning them or
taking second wives.58
It is extremely difficult for a government to provide a good education under the political and
economic circumstances present in CAR, but if communities do not see it as important then the
task becomes impossible. It is down to communities and civil society organizations such as the
Church to contribute to women’s life chances and resilience, and their ability to contribute fully
to society, by changing attitudes to the importance of educating girls.

4.2 Healthcare
During 2017, Médecins Sans Frontières reported increasing numbers of attacks on health
facilities, ambulances and medical staff, describing the health system as “almost non-existent”.59
Most state health facilities have either closed or are run by international NGOs. Boda’s maternity
hospital, for example, has one government-provided doctor, with a further two being provided
by EU-funded NGO Alima, for a population of 116,000.60 While these dangers and shortages will
affect the entire population, women’s use of health facilities is far greater than men’s during
childbearing years (particularly if they are still in their teens when they give birth), therefore loss
of such facilities will penalize the female population disproportionately.
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Maternal mortality is a stark reminder of global inequalities: nearly all maternal deaths can be
prevented by quality healthcare during pregnancy and childbirth. In the developed world, the
lifetime risk that a woman will die from a maternal cause is one in 4900. Across the developing
world, it is one in 180, and one in 54 in designated fragile states. In CAR it is one in 27.61 At 882
maternal deaths per 100,000 live births, CAR has the second highest maternal mortality rate in
the world62 and the highest infant mortality rate at 89 deaths per 100,000 live births63 (other
sources have the CAR at third highest64). However, all three of these figures have dropped slowly
but steadily since 2000.
CAR’s high and rising rate of early marriage/union and early childbirth keeps the number high
even when health facilities are available: In developing countries globally, maternal mortality is
one of the leading causes of death for adolescent girls, with those under fifteen at particular risk
of death and obstructed labor or ongoing complications such obstetric fistula (often in itself
leading to ostracism due to the odour). Their babies are also more likely to face complications
and death.
40% of births in CAR in 2010 were attended by skilled birth attendants.65 Due to the security
situation, with women not being able to travel to clinics, clinics closing and a severe shortage of
medical staff, this is likely to have dropped in the past five years.
Access to healthcare by sexual violence survivors is also difficult, with many lacking safe or
affordable transport or feeling too ashamed to seek help. Many who do seek help do not directly
speak about the nature of their attacks. The Government has continued, where possible, to
provide free healthcare to survivors, but some health providers ask for payment for tests or
treatment.66
HIV/AIDS is an additional problem for women. While the HIV prevalence rate for men aged 1549 is 3.3%, for women of the same age it is 4.7%.67 Pregnant women who are HIV+ also need to
access medication to prevent mother-to-child transmission, and of course the risks of HIV
transmission during sexual violence are high.
Given accusations by Muslims (and backed by academics such as Louisa Lombard of Yale
University68) that the Government has failed to provide resources to the same standard in
predominately Muslim areas as those in Christian in areas – the reason given for the current
61

“Maternal Mortality.” World Health Organization, World Health Organization, 16 Feb. 2018, available at:
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62 “Maternal Mortality.” UNICEF DATA, UNICEF, Jan. 2018, available at: https://data.unicef.org/topic/maternalhealth/maternal-mortality/.
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67 “Central African Republic.” UNAIDS, 16 Apr. 2018, available at:
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conflict – it is likely that if this is true then women in Muslim areas will have been even more
badly affected, and for longer, by poor healthcare provision than have women in the rest of the
country, putting Muslim women at a disadvantage not only by being from a religious minority,
but also for being women.

4.3 Sexual violence in armed conflict
The many years of conflict in CAR have been marked by sexual violence committed both by
fighters and by those sent to help. It has been perpetrated against men and boys as well, but
the numbers of women and girls are far higher (and their stigma far more severe – a wife will
rarely leave a husband who has been raped), and research conducted for the purposes of this
report focuses on them. While sexual violence which occurs at family, community or camp level
is life-alteringly traumatic, it is not generally perpetrated either as a tactical element of conflict
nor by state actors. The unique nature of its perpetration by those specifically linked to conflict
and to the state deserves a section of its own.
The use of sexual violence against women and girls as a strategic part of armed conflict stretches
back millennia, although it has only really started to be recognized as an integral and tactical
part of war, rather than an inevitable and non-strategic by-product, since the Yugoslavian Wars
of the 1990s. This is not simply ‘what happens to women in war’ or a few rogue soldiers getting
out of hand, but an intentional and widespread attack on a civilian population, with the
knowledge and sometimes upon the orders of commanding officers. Its purpose is brutal and
clear: Destroy the enemy by destroying ‘their’ women and girls. 69
Given the effectiveness of sexual violence in undermining whole communities, it is therefore
unsurprising that, where conflict is has a religious dimension to it, it can also be used as a tool
of religious persecution.
Those attacked may be killed, severely injured (including intentional mutilation), traumatized,
infected with HIV and other infections, pregnant and ostracized by their own family and
community. Any children resulting from the attacks will be branded ‘enemy’ children and may
be at risk of infanticide. Victims may be too afraid or ashamed (or be shamed by those around
them) to either report the attack or seek medical and psychological help (and may instead seek
out unsafe abortions). Families are torn apart, and the fabric of society is undermined.
UN Security Council (2015) defines conflict-related sexual violence as:
rape, sexual slavery, forced prostitution, forced pregnancy, enforced sterilization and other
forms of sexual violence of comparable gravity perpetrated against women, men, girls or
69
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boys that is linked, directly or indirectly (temporally, geographically or causally) to a conflict.
This link to conflict may be evident in the profile of the perpetrator, the profile of the victim,
the climate of impunity or State collapse, any cross-border dimensions or violations of the
terms of a ceasefire agreement.70

Within the criteria of violence named by the Security Council, attacks may also involve forced
incest and forced abortion (Nali reports both as having happened in CAR, with pregnant women
forcibly cut open71); forced perpetration of sexual violence; mutilation; intentional infection with
HIV and forced marriage and concubinage. Human Rights Watch list resulting physical injuries in
CAR “ranging from broken bones and smashed teeth to internal injuries and head trauma,
constitut[ing] torture. Torture was exacerbated in some cases by additional violence, including
rape with a grenade and a broken bottle.”72 Mental health issues they have documented include
symptoms consistent with post-traumatic stress and depression, including suicidal thoughts,
fear and anxiety, sleeplessness, and an inability to complete daily tasks. Unable to continue
work or other activities for sustenance, many said they are struggling to resume their lives
and support themselves and their families. Girls sometimes dropped out of school due to
fear of repeated violence, risk of stigma, or continued insecurity or displacement.73

UN Security Council Resolution 1820 (2008) on women, peace and security states that:
Civilians account for the vast majority of those adversely affected by armed conflict; … women and
girls are particularly targeted by the use of sexual violence, including as a tactic of war to humiliate,
dominate, instil fear in, disperse and/or forcibly relocate civilian members of a community or ethnic
group; and that sexual violence perpetrated in this manner may in some instances persist after the
cessation of hostilities.74

Rape and other forms of sexual violence during armed conflict are prohibited under
international humanitarian law (e.g. Fourth Geneva Convention and Additional Protocols I and
II) and listed as a war crime by the International Criminal Court. States have a legal duty to
prosecute sexual violence, whether committed by state or non-state actors and in international
or non-international conflicts.
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In other countries, sexual violence used in this way has been successfully (but rarely) prosecuted
as torture (and thus a grave breach of the Geneva Conventions),75, 76 genocide77,78 and a crime
against humanity.79,80 The wording of the UN Secretary General’s note on Prosecutor v Akayesu
sheds light on its genocidal and strategic nature, and the possibility of the crimes bearing
command responsibility. Jean-Paul Akayesu was a town mayor in Rwanda in 1993-94, who both
encouraged and failed to prevent the rape of numerous Tutsi women in the area by
Interahamwe fighters.
The Trial Chamber held that rape, which it defined as "a physical invasion of a sexual nature
committed on a person under circumstances which are coercive", and sexual assault
constitute acts of genocide insofar as they were committed with the intent to destroy, in
whole or in part, a targeted group, as such. It found that sexual assault formed an integral
part of the process of destroying the Tutsi ethnic group and that the rape was systematic
and had been perpetrated against Tutsi women only, manifesting the specific intent required
for those acts to constitute genocide.81, 82

During conflict, no one’s safety is guaranteed, but vulnerability factors, all of which are present
in CAR, include those who are internally displaced, widows and female heads of households,
detainees, those associated with armed forces or armed groups, or those belonging to a specific
ethnic or religious group.
In the Secretary General’s 2015 report on conflict-related sexual violence in CAR, the Security
Council notes in its “list of parties credibly suspected of committing or being responsible for
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78 Prosecutor v Akayesu, International Criminal Tribunal of Rwanda, 1998.
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patterns of rape and other forms of sexual violence
in situations of armed conflict on the agenda of the
Security Council Parties in the Central African
Republic: 1. Lord’s Resistance Army. 2. Ex-Séléka
forces. 3. Anti-Balaka forces, including associated
elements of the armed forces of the Central African
Republic.”
Much of this violence is perpetrated in order to
punish men by attacking their wives, daughters and
mothers, and occurs along sectarian and religious
lines (numerous reports, such as that of Human
Rights Watch,83 document attackers specifically
saying that they are looking for Muslim women or
Christian women). High numbers of women and girls
from both sides of the conflict report suffering or
witnessing sexual violence, often repeatedly and
publicly by multiple members of armed groups.84
Human Rights Watch describe the violence thus:

WIDOWED AND RAPED

MONIQUE NALI REPORTS
NUMEROUS CASES OF WOMEN
AND GIRLS RAPED BY MULTIPLE
MEN DURING TOWN OR VILLAGE
LOOTINGS, OR EVEN WHEN
CHURCH SERVICES ARE
ATTACKED. SHE TELLS THE STORY
OF 24-YEAR-OLD ‘CATHERINE’, A
WIFE AND MOTHER OF TWO
CHILDREN, WHOSE HUSBAND
WAS ABDUCTED AND KILLED BY
SÉLÉKA FORCES WHO TOOK
BATANGAFO, THE CITY WHERE
SHE LIVED. THEY RAPED
CATHERINE IN FRONT OF HER
CHILDREN AND PARENTS. SHE
WAS UNABLE TO ACCESS FIRST
AID, AND WALKED NEARLY SIX
HUNDRED KILOMETRES TO
BANGUI, LIVING IN THE FOREST
FOR SEVERAL MONTHS WITH THE
CHILDREN, THEIR TRAUMA AND
INJURIES AGGRAVATED BY
MALNUTRITION.

Commanders from the two main parties to the
conflict have tolerated sexual violence by their
forces; in some cases, they appear to have ordered
and committed it. At times, rape formed an
integral part of armed assaults and was used as a
weapon of war. Members of armed groups
committed rape during attacks on towns and
villages, sometimes during door-to-door searches
for men and boys. Seleka and anti-balaka fighters
also attacked women and girls as they carried out
essential tasks such as going to markets,
cultivating or harvesting crops, and going to and from school or work. Perpetrators often
directed attacks at women and girls due to their presumed religious affiliation, with the
predominantly Muslim Seleka fighters targeting women and girls from Christian
communities, and the anti-balaka targeting Muslim women and girls. In many cases,
survivors said their attackers used sexual violence as a form of retribution for perceived
support of those on the other side of the sectarian divide. Seleka fighters taunted women
and girls by calling them “anti-balaka wives” and anti-balaka fighters accused their victims
of supporting Muslims. In some instances, armed groups used sexual violence as punishment
for the alleged alliances of survivors’ male relatives. In one instance, a survivor said fighters
raped her husband, forcing her to watch, before killing him and raping her.85
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Open Doors research has also found incidences of women being abducted and forcibly married
to ex-Séléka members,86 and Human Rights Watch has documented women being abducted and
forced into domestic and sexual slavery for up to eighteen months by both anti-Balaka and exSéléka.87 International Medical Corps conducted interviews with women in six regions and
describe “the threat of sexual violence by armed actors as one of their on-going and most
pressing concerns.”88
Once people across a region have been brutalized and sexual violence has become normalized,
the likelihood of further, non-tactical sexual violence is much higher, including post-conflict.
Where individuals in a civilian population have temporarily joined armed groups (often to
protect themselves being killed by the group) and then become civilians again, survivors may
find themselves attacked by men known to them, from their own community, and may be forced
to continue to live alongside their attackers.
A second aspect to sexual violence perpetrated by those linked to the conflict is that committed
by peacekeepers. Rape,89 forced concubinage, forced bestiality,90 sex in return for
aid/food/money91 and the practice of taking ‘war wives’ (who are abandoned once they become
pregnant or the peacekeeper returns home)92 have all been reported in CAR, often against very
young girls. Troops alleged to have committed the crimes have been in CAR under MINUSCA,
the French Operation Sangaris force (including a commanding officer) and the Regional Task
Force of the African Union. The UN has been accused of covering up the violence, especially that
committed by French soldiers. Investigations have been very slow, which effectively prevents
enforcement of laws against violence, and prosecutions fall to the countries of which individual
peacekeepers are nationals, who often conduct inadequate (or no) prosecutions.
Were it not for the conflict and humanitarian crisis in CAR it is unlikely that most of these troops
would have been present. Those who were sent to prevent violence have deliberately exploited
the most vulnerable civilians, further tearing apart an already devastated society and leaving
life-long consequences for the women and girls, their families and their communities.
As with sexual violence in non-conflict contexts, attacks linked to conflict almost always result
in stigmatization and blaming of the victims, and rejection from family and community. Women
report being called names such as ‘wife of the anti-Balaka’ by their own husbands and families.93
Many are raped in public, so they are unable to hide their attack from the community. A
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woman’s whole family is seen as shamed by the attack on her, so even if they do not wish to
ostracize her, they may find that they are then pressured by the community to do so. This adds
to women’s silence and unwillingness to seek vital medical help, and also to the likelihood that
perpetrators are ever prosecuted. Abandonment by family and community significantly lowers
life chances.
This blaming is present in Christian communities too, which only serves to reinforce the damage
done by attackers: When women and girls are attacked as a tactic of war, those who
subsequently shame and blame victims fulfil precisely the reasons the attackers used this
particular form of violence. Van Den Toren-Lekkerkerker recalls hearing church members blame
rape victims, including those attacked by French soldiers, saying that victims “want sex: they are
just like that,” and any resulting daughters considered to carry the surviving mother’s ‘tainted’
genes.94 Recovery is difficult enough for those who have been attacked, and to be blamed rather
than supported by a faith community renders it nearly impossible.
If they are not to continue the work of the attackers for them, churches, communities and
families must understand that there is no context of ‘consent’ in the situation in which these
women and girls have been violated, whether by fighters or peacekeepers, whether by physical
force or in return for security, food or money in a time of desperate need. All of these constitute
a coercive environment in which the victim is unable to give any meaningful consent.
When armed groups have attacked many women in one community, a church may find the
majority of its female members are directly affected. The increasing awareness of trauma and
the support needs of victims currently happening in churches is the best chance that the
Christian community has of recovering as a body, rather than being wholly undermined by the
attacks on its female members. Even within the Church, when rape is conflated with adultery
there is scope for the victim of sexual violence to be killed with impunity.

4.4 Impunity
In addition to the constitutional provisions above, other legal instruments and national policies
exist to prevent and prohibit gender-based violence, including laws against female genital
mutilation and other harmful traditional practices, domestic and sexual violence, and a policy
on reproductive health and safe motherhood.95
However, whilst CAR has laws concerning violence against women and against rape, this does
not include the specific criminalization of domestic or intimate partner violence nor spousal
rape. In addition, Article 46 of the Penal Code considers spousal murder due to adultery to be
‘forgivable murder’.96
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The combination of successive decades of poor governance, failed judicial infrastructure, lack of
trust in the judicial system and lack of state and individual resources means that very few people
are prosecuted for crimes against women in CAR. Most gender-based violence and
discrimination is seen as either unimportant, normal, acceptable or carrying stigma.
Perpetrators therefore live openly in communities alongside their victims, who are often too
frightened or ashamed to complain. Impunity thus encourages more crime, leading to further
chaos and insecurity.
Conflict and displacement have made access to justice even harder, alongside officials who do
not enforce the law or who perpetuate the violence themselves. While the current conflict
continues, and while societal attitudes to women remain strongly patriarchal, this is unlikely to
change.
The Norwegian Refugee Council points out that:
the main obstacles to women’s access to justice … are social norms that limit both women’s
understanding of their rights and their options for seeking redress when rights are denied.
Norms embedded within families, communities and justice structures can perpetuate
gender inequality, limiting the extent to which women’s rights are realised in practice…
Social norms may also be subject to change during conflict, postconflict and in protracted
displacement…
During conflict and displacement, existing patterns of discrimination are exacerbated.
Displaced women face multiple discrimination – as women; as refugees; as returnees and
IDPs; as members of economically disadvantaged groups and as members of ethnic and/or
religious minorities. These layers of discrimination worsen their already precarious ability to
access justice.97

To date, no member of an armed group has been arrested, let alone prosecuted, for sexual
violence. Of the 296 sexual violence survivors interviewed by Human Rights Watch, only eleven
had attempted to file a complaint, such were the barriers to doing so. Many survivors faced not
only stigma but also threats if they tried to complain, as their attackers were still in the vicinity.98
In addition, the sexual violence perpetrated against women by international peacekeepers
remains unprosecuted by their governments, with most peacekeepers involved simply
withdrawn from the country and not indicted once home (although the French Government
investigated, but due to lack of evidence did not bring charges against, the accused Sangaris
soldiers). This is partly due to the difficulties involved in identifying perpetrators and gathering
evidence, particularly from very young and traumatized girls concerning heavily stigmatized
attacks. But it is also, arguably, due to lack of political will and in order to avoid embarrassment:
the UN’s failure to investigate allegations against the French soldiers (with the complicity of the
High Commissioner for Human Rights, the Special Representative for Children in Armed Conflict
and UNICEF) appears to have put convenience and public appearances before either the welfare
of those attacked or bringing the perpetrators to justice. When international governance bodies
97
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such as the UN do not prevent or tackle these violations or to make adequate provisions for
known victims, governments in the midst of conflict have little incentive to do likewise.
In 2015 a Special Criminal Court (SCC) was established in CAR to try those suspected of serious
human rights violations and breaches of international law committed since 2003. The court, not
yet fully operational, contains both national and international judges and prosecutors. However,
these forms of justice are always slow, and with national access to witnesses impeded by
ongoing conflict, the SCC will find it very difficult to gather evidence, particularly where victims
are stigmatized, injured/ill or live in fear of community or armed group retribution. Despite these
potential problems it is vital that the SCC continues, providing a degree of impartiality and some
measure of justice and accountability for both sides (Amnesty International points out that
women and Muslims are currently underrepresented in the legal system, making the balanced
recruitment of national staff difficult).99
The International Criminal Court (ICC) investigation of crimes committed since 2012 is only able
to prosecute those at a very high level, rather than individual members of armed groups. In
2016, the ICC prosecuted Jean-Pierre Bemba, former Vice-President of Democratic Republic of
Congo, for war crimes and crimes against humanity, including rape, committed by troops under
his command in CAR in 2002-2003. 5000 survivors took part in the case against him, and he was
sentenced to eighteen years in prison. However, on 8th June 2018 ICC judges overturned the
charges against him, making justice for survivors seem even further out of reach.
Justice and accountability are imperative to recovery: Individually, communally and nationally.
Survivors cannot be fully rehabilitated and reintegrated without acknowledgment of what they
have suffered and appropriate retribution for perpetrators. Women and girls who find their
experiences negated and ignored, are blamed for what they have suffered, or are forced to face
their perpetrators at home, in the community or in church, cannot be expected to fully recover
and thrive. Every aspect of their lives will be affected, impacting their families and their
communities. They will continue to face the risk of further violence from perpetrators and are
let down by the systemic failures of the justice system. Even when judicial systems fail, churches
and communities have an important role to play in recognizing the primacy of the needs of
victims over those of their attackers, and in reintegrating both victims and perpetrators in
appropriate ways.
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5. Conclusion
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Figure 3: Intersecting vulnerabilities of women, and especially Christian women, in Central African Republic

The issues which face Christian women in CAR and impede their freedom to practice their faith
form a network of intersecting challenges, as demonstrated in Figure 3: Each vulnerability is
impacted by (and in turn impacts) another, making overcoming them even more complex.
Discriminatory societal structures and practices are always aggravated by war. Gender-based
violence during peacetime is the thin end of the wedge: If it is present, minimalized, condoned,
stigmatized, collaborated in and not prosecuted during peacetime, this then creates a context
which allows for far more extreme and widespread violence during war. If a woman can be paid
for, hit, overburdened with domestic duties or made the bearer of her family’s virtue, she can
also be stolen, raped, enslaved and become the source of her family’s shame. While it is
important not to negate or under-estimate the impact of violence which happens during
peacetime, or at the hands of family members or intimate partners as opposed to unknown
armed group members, there is a clear continuum from one to the other.
This includes all forms of violence such as FGM and early marriage, as these practices spring
directly from repressive attitudes towards women and girls and power differentials between
men and women, which then allow for women to become no more than a means for enemy
combatants to steal from, shame and destroy one another.
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Sexual violence is widely used in armed conflict globally. It is therefore unsurprising that this can
also be used as a persecution dynamic. When all Christians are associated with anti-Balaka (or
all Muslims with ex-Séléka), attacking women this way takes on a persecutory dimension.
Where peace efforts have been successful, women have been key to ensuring this. Muslim and
Christian women in Boda, in increasing numbers, walk together in mixed groups to ensure one
another’s safety, and work fields together to promote cohesion.100 Women have requested a
greater role in CAR’s peace-building and reconstruction process,101 and global research,
reflected in Security Council Resolutions 1325 (2000) and 1820 (2008), reinforces the
importance of this. A pastor says that “if things are starting to improve in a small way, it is also
thanks to the women, they are making it happen. They are very valiant and capable, you know.
They don’t need much to get going again. They are starting to move on, time helps, but they
really need something to help them rebuild.”102
The recovery and future resilience of church communities nationally rests on the recovery,
resilience and agency of the most vulnerable, regardless of the context or form of the violence.
Women make up approximately three quarters of church congregations,103 and their thriving is
key to the survival of the Church. The pressure points they face both culturally and as a result of
war fundamentally undermine their strength, their families’ strength and, as families make up
the Church, the Church’s strength too. The profoundly compounding pressure points in Central
African women’s lives make the Church far less resilient to direct persecution from external
forces such as Islamic oppression or the corruption and violence of armed groups.
CAR cannot recover as a nation, nor the body of Christ as a healthy and resilient spiritual
authority, until what women experience is fully addressed, and until women are given
meaningful roles in rebuilding their churches, communities and nation. The only full way to do
this is for the Church to increasingly tackle the root societal causes of all forms of violence and
discrimination against women and girls and become the country’s leader in promoting healthy
practices at domestic, societal and state levels.
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