
Contextualizing Violence Against Women 
Forced Evictions in Situations of Armed Conflict 

B Y  LElLAN l F A R H A  

Si'nspirant des exphiences desfemmes 
de Birmanie, de Turquie du sud-est et 
de la Palestine orcupbe, cet article rend 
compte en dPtailde la violence h laquelle 
lesfemmes sont soumises quand lapra- 
tique des Pvictionspar faforce est utilisle 
comme strateie militaire. L huteure 
adresse aux  organisations inter- 
nationales et locales des droits humains 
quelques timides recommandations 
dans le but de prPvenir les Pvictions 
forche~ et h violence envers lesfemmes. 

Violence against women in armed 
conflict situations is receiving an in- 
creasing amount of attention in the 
international human rights arena. 
Women's experiences in Bosnia, 
Rwanda and most recently Kosovola, 
for example, are now being acknowl- 
edged by the international human 
rights community and particular acts 
of violence perpetrated against 
women are finally being recognized 
as war crimes.' 

Despite this progress, the docu- 
mentation of women's experiences 
during armed conflict situations and 
its detailed analysis is still in its in- 
fancy. In particular, there is still a 
need to explore and analyze the con- 
texts within which violence against 
women-the most infamous form 
of which is rape-occurs in armed 
conflict situations. This context- 
ualization leads to a deeper under- 
standing of how and why crimes 
such as rape occur and also enables us 
to recognize the other forms of vio- 
lence women suffer in armed con- 
flict situations. This then facilitates 
the development of human rights 
strategies which seek to prevent par- 
ticular instances of violence by con- 
sidering the practices within which 
they occur. 

Forced eviction 
is  a strategy 
of war used 

particularly in 
ethnic conflicts 

as a means 
of ousting an 

opposing ethnic 
group from 
their homes 
and lands. 

This article focuses on violence 
against women in the context of 
forced eviction, a wartime practice 
that has received little attention to 
date but which contributes signifi- 
cantly to the violence women experi- 
ence in situations of armed conflict, 
particularly armed ethnicconflict. As 
the women's experiences in this arti- 
cle highlight, forced eviction is a 
strategy of war that is used particu- 
larly in ethnic conflicts as a means of 
ousting an opposing ethnic group 
from their homes and lands. 

Beginning with a formal defini- 
tion of "forced eviction," this article 
details by the experiences of a Bur- 
mese woman which illustrates the 
relationship between forced eviction 
and rape in an armed conflict situa- 
tion. After commenting on the con- 
cept of violence, this article offers 
further illustrations from South East 
Turkey and Palestine which assist in 
an analysis of the violence associated 
with forced eviction and its gendered 

nature. The article concludes with 

modest suggestions ofstrategies that 
might be employed to prevent the 
practice of forced eviction and hence 
to protect women from the violence 
that is inherent in almost every forced 
eviction. 

Forced eviction and violence 
against women 

The United Nations Commission 
on Human Rights has deemed the 
practice of forced eviction a "gross 
violation of human rights, in par- 
ticular the right to housing" (Resolu- 
tion 1993177). Forced eviction is 
similar in meaning and at times syn- 
onymous with: displacement, ethnic 
cleansing, expulsion, forced remov- 
als, house demolition, land expro- 
priation, population transfer, reloca- 
tion, resettlement and slum clear- 
ance. The term "forced eviction" is 
used throughout the article as it is an 
accepted term by the United Na- 
tions human rights system. It em- 
bodies the other possible terms that 
describe a synonymous phenom- 
enon, and unlike terms such as "relo- 
cation" and "resettlement," and it 
underscores the coercive nature of 
the removal of a person from their 
home (UNHCR 1996). It is the invol- 
untary, permanent, or temporary re- . 

moval ofa person from their home or 
lands, directly or indirectly attribut- 
able to the state, without the provi- 
sion of and access to legal and other - 
forms ofprotection (United Nations 
Committee on Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights, General Comment 
No. 7). In effect, forced eviction 
prohibitsan individualor g o u p  from 
living in a particular house, residence, 
or place, and requires the movement 

of the individual or group to other 
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Gaza, now part of the Palestinian Territories, 1994. 
Afterforciblyevicting the tenants from this Palestinian 
aparfment building, Israeli defence forces blew it up 
to ensure they would not return. 

areas (UNHCR 1993). 
Forced eviction is increasingly rec- 

ognized as both a strategy and a 
weapon of war, especially ethnic or 
racial wars. This is not to say that 
forced eviction occurs whenever a 
person is compelled to leave their 
home during war, or an armed con- 
flict situation. It is to say, however, 
that on occasion warring parties will 
use forced eviction as a means of 
defeating its opposing forces and so, 
when the involuntary removal of a 
person from their home is used as a 
weapon or strategy in war, it is an act 
of forced eviction. 

The forced removal of millions of 
black and coloured South Africans 
from their homes during apartheid 
stands as astark example ofthe use of 
forced eviction as a strategy of war. 
During apartheid, under the Group 
Areas Act, at least three million black 
and coloured South Africans were 
forcibly removed from their homes 
and herded into "racially pure" 
bantistans, resulting in 87 per cent of 
the population living on 13 per cent 
of the land and allowing the white 

minority (13 per cent of the popula- 

tion) to occupy 87 per cent of the 
land.' In cases of forced eviction 
such as this, one ethnic or racial 
group uses a number of means- 
law, destruction ofhomes, intimida- 
tion, threats-to drive another racial 
or ethnic group off the land. Vio- 
lence of many types, but gendered 
violence in particular, is often part of 
the forced eviction process. Women 
are targets of violence when forced 
eviction is used as a strategy of war 
because they are often alone at home 
and hence lack the protection of 
male relatives and neighbours who 
have left their homes in search of 
employment or to fight on the bat- 
tlefield.3 

The gendered violence which oc- 
curs during the forced eviction proc- 
ess is illustrated in the testimony of a 
Burmese woman, HM. a 20-year-old . . 

Karenni girl from Daw Leh Ku Vil- - 
lage. HM was gang raped by soldiers 
from a battalion during the last week 
of September 1996. Although her 
village had been forcibly evicted, she 
had remained in her village to care 
for her foster mother who was 70 
years ofage and too old to flee the vil- 
lage. A military column came and 
randomly arrestedvillagerswho could 
not escape and at the same time, HM 

was caught by the soldiers. She re- 
counted her experiences: 

I did not understand Burmese so 
I did not know what they were 
saying t o  me. However, I under- 
stooda little bitfiom their mime 
and body language that they 
would kill me $1 attempted to 
escape. The soldiers kicked me 
with their military boots on my 
chest and legs. I could not stand 
up due to the beating all over my 
body. You can see the scars on my 
body as a result of it. Then they 
tieda rope to my neck, hands and 
waist and to a tree. At nifht the - 
soldiers came andgang raped me. 
Icouldnot remember how many. 
Iscreamedandaskedfir help but 
in vain. When I refisedtheir will 
I was beaten up. They punched 

and slashed my face. It occurred 
evety night until 1 escaped after 
ten days. (All Burma Students' 
Democratic Front) 

While the international human 
rights community has accepted 
forced eviction as a human rights 
issue, and while grassroots and non- 
governmental organizations have 
been active in trying to prevent forced 
evictions, both have been slower to 
recognize the gender dimensions of 
this phenomenon.4 This omission 
must be addressed because, as this 
testimony begins to illustrate, forced 
eviction often involves violence 
against women. Moreover, given 
women's close association with hous- 
ing, and the fact that they are often 
the only ones available to defend 
against forced eviction, as well as the 
  articular violent means of eviction 
(gendered or not), forced eviction 
can itself be regarded as a form of 
gendered violence. 

In order to fully understand the 
gendered violence these and many 
otherwomen havesuffered as a result 
of forced eviction not only must we 
accepithat violence can be physical 
and psychological, we must recog- 
nize that it can also be "structural." J. 
Oloka-Onyango argues this point: 

... the term "violence" . . . must 
be viewed not only as a series of 
commissions, but also omis- 
sions, which amount to afailure 
to recognize the existence offun- 
damental human rights of 
women. The structural, as op- 
posed to physical violence, can 
produce several different effects 
on women and thus on the exer- 
cise or realizations of their hu- 
man rights. Structural violence, 
extending from poor nutrition, 
inadequate health care (includ- 
ing a lack of contraceptives, co- 
erced sterilization and forced 
abortions, to mention only a 
few factors) to limited access to 
education and other resources, 
combine to create a situation of 
severe discrimination against 
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women which international law 
has yet to address in a forthright 
fashion. While all of these are 
problems common to a situa- 
tion ofstability, they are doubly 
problematic in conditions of 
flight and displacement. (382- 
383) 

Women's experiences of forced 
eviction from South East Turkey 
and Palestine are illustrative of this 
breadth of violence. 

Kurdish woman's experience 

The following is an excerpt of an 
account recorded by Centre ofHous- 
ing Rights and Evictions (COHRE) at 
the "War Migrants Initiative" which 
was hosted by Kurdish NGOS during, 
Habitat 11, the World Conference 
on Human Settlements, in June 
1996. The purpose of the Initiative 

' 

was to provide those affected by the 
government's policy of forced relo- 
cation with an opportunity to tell an 
international audience about their 
lived realitie~.~ 

I am fiom Marden [South-East 
Turkey]. We were forced to mi- 
grate. They [government forces] 
burneddown our village. We were 
happy there; I had small children 
and I could feed them there. We 
had animals, Jields and that was 
enough, but because they burned 
it down, we had to come t o  this 
part of Turkey [near Istanbul]. 
. . . The village guards took nine 
people away fiom the village and 
among them was my husband - 

They tortured them for a month, 
they took them andcut their noses 
and ears. Then they [village 
guards] taunted me by saying that 
my son had died, but I was sure 
that he was living in a big;ger city. 
Later my son returnedfiom the 
city to find that my husband was 
in poor condition because of the 
torture.. . . Soon after, my bus- 
banddiedandlhadmy last child 
four months after his death. So 1 
became a single mother with nine 

childven including a new born 
baby.. . . 

The police continued to raid 
our village. Once they came and 
in the yard of village they built a 
fire and then they put everything 
there, clothes, beds then theyforced 
some ofthe villagers to walk on the 
fire. You should have seen their 
feet, it was burnedflesh.. . . Those 
who stood against them [the po- 
lice] werepunisbedby havingtheir 
houses burnt.. . . 

You mwt remember this was 
all happening in the middle of 
harsh winter.. . . We sealed win- 
dows anddoors any way we could, 
withplastic. . . . We hadnofood . . . 

Thepolice eventually seizedour 
village. T h y  came into our homes - 
and it was raining heavily and 
they brokeourwindowsanddoors. 
They took my nine-year-old and 
my son-in-law andthy left. Then 
they took them to thepolicestation 
nearby and they were tortured. 
Everything in the village was 
burned, animals were killed, t h y  
ate all they could [and] then they 
killed everything remaining, then 
they burned our walnut tree, and 
they burned ourjeldr at harvest- 
ingtime. We had nothing left and 
nothing else to do so we left. 

We left the village, we had not 
much to take with us, just a few 
items. I was with my children, 
they are all veryyoung. We looked 
for a home but no one wouldgive 
us one. So we livedwith my daugh- 
ter-in-law for six months in a 
single room. Peoplegave us things 
to cook and we tried to survive. 

Palestinian woman's experience 

The following testimony is ex- 
cerpted from a study conducted by 
the Palestine Human Rights Infor- 
mation Centre on "Women, Chil- 
dren and Housing Rights: The Case 
of the Occupied Palestinian Territo- 
ries." 

On June 23, 1993 the Israeli 
authorities demolished a house in 

West Bank, Occupied Palestinian Territories, 1994. 
The International Red Cross provided these tents to 
a family whose home was demolished. Thepicture is 
taken through the window of the demolished home. 

the Beit Hanina area of Jerwa- 
lem on the basis that it had been 
built without a license. Thefam- 
i l p t h e  homeowner, the wife of 
the homeowner, andtheirsixchil- 
dren-was left homeless after the 
demolition. Two tents were pro- 
vided by the International Com- 
mittee ofthe Red Cross, onefor the 
parents and the second for the 
children. 

Afew days after the demolition, 
on I July, 1993 a t 3 3 0  a.m., the 
parents who were lying in their 
tent, heard their children scream- 
ing. The children told theirfather 
that a stranger had entered the 
tent and hadattemptedto remove 
their sister ? clothes. Theperpetra- 
tor was notfound 

Thegirl was afiaidto report the 
incident t o  the police and contin- 
ues to be afiaid t o  move about by 
herre5 especially at night. A doc- 
tor examined her but her mother 
was too ashamed to tell him that 
someone had attempted t o  rape 
her. The father agreed to take the 
girl to a women ; counselling ren- 
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tre provided the matter is dealt homes. In some situations, such as in during the actual eviction, in fact 
with in  the strictest ofronfldence. the Occupied Palestinian Territo- 

ries, the threat of forced eviction 
The family has now settled in a provokes intense anger and asense of 

small rented flat in an unzoned and injustice which then fuels active re- 
nonservicedneighbourhoodoutside sistance. Sadly, in the face of active 
the Jerusalem city limits. resistance to eviction by women, the 

Bearing in mind the fuller defini- militarywill often use increased force 
tion ofviolence offered by Oloko- 

sometimes as a means ofimplement- 
ing the eviction, women are subject 
to physical violence invarious forms, 
such as verbal abuse, beatings, sexual 
violence including rape, killings, 
burning of personal and real prop- 
erty, and destruction of their homes. 

The impact of rape on women 
Onyago, it is now possible to pro- during armed conflict situations 
vide an overview of the various cannot be underestimated. Be- 
forms of violence women experi- yond the physical and psycho- 
ence6 before, during, and after logical trauma of rape, particu- 
forced eviction. ' larly rape with an ethnic or racial 

dimension, it should also be noted 
Violence before forced eviction that women who are raped dur- 

ing a forced eviction are often 
Beyond everyday structural vio- stigmatized and ostracized from 

lence such as poverty, the violence their communities when and if 
women experience prior to a forced they are able to return. Perceived 
eviction is largely psychological, as "tainted" and "poisoned" by 
though as some women attempt the opposing forces, thesewomen 
to negotiate with their potential are often evicted for a second 
evictors, physical violence may time, forced to leave their com- 
ensue. munities andlor suffer the hu- 

In many instances, women and miliation and abuse of commu- 
families are threatened with forced nity wrath (African Rights). 
eviction. They have heard ofother Women experience tremen- 
villages where forced eviction has dous psychological violence dur- 
been used to clear or cleanse areas ing the forced eviction process, 
andlor they have received direct particularly when they witness 
threats offorced eviction by armed their homes and worldly posses- 
militia. The waiting and uncer- OccupiedEastJerusalem, 1994. ThePalestineHu- sions set ablaze. Although it is 
tainty that this causes results in man Rights Information Centre hosted a "House the house that is physically de- 
heightened feelings of instability, Registration register the names stroyed, these women stand by 

and locations of those whose houses had been 
rendering what might already be demolished or were threatened with demolition. watching their economic, social, 

precarious living conditions even cultural and emotional lives shat- 

more tenuous. Not surprisingly, and violence to ensure the success of ter. Women also experience extreme 
housing instability of this nature re- their actions. This is not to suggest psychological trauma and violence 
sults in increased levels of anxiety, that evictees would be better off if as they watch family members 

particularly for women who, as the they acquiesced to forced eviction. (mothers, fathers, husbands, chil- 

emotional centre and~tabilizin~force Regardless of the type of violence dren ,  sisters, brothers,) being 

ofthe family, have to simultaneously used by the evictor, evictees will ex- dragged from their homes, being 

cope with their own anxiety while ~erience forced eviction as an act of beaten, killed, raped, tortured, and 

trying to protect the rest of the fam- violence. Resistance may be the only abducted. 

ily from more violence. hope evictees have in saving their 

That women bear the brunt of homes. Violence after forced eviction 

forced eviction is reflected in the 
Kurdish and Burmese testimonies Violence during forced eviction It may be that women experience 

where it is women who remain at . the most violence in the aftermath of 
home while husbands, son, and other The  violence experienced by forced eviction for it is at this time 

male relatives are on the front lines women during a forced eviction is that the repercussions of the physi- 

fighting. In turn, it is the women predominantly physical in nature cal, emotional, psychological, and 

who are directly confronted by their though includes psychological vio- structural violence collide. After an 

potential evictors and left to negoti- lence as well. As revealed in both the eviction, women are left-most of- 

ate, argue, and fight to defend their Kurdish and Burmese experiences, ten without state assistance or inter- 
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national aid-to cope with, among 
other things, their own physical in- 
juries, death offamily members, rela- 
tives and friends, homelessness/ lan- 
dlessness, extreme poverty, lack of 
resources, the destruction of family 
life and community, the eradication 
ofsocial support mechanisms, living 
in a new country, and the fear of 
continued physical violence. 

In most cases, those who have 
been forcibly evicted in armed con- 
flict situations are not provided al- 
ternative housing or land on which 
they might build a new house. When 
alternative sites are provided, as is 
sometimes the case in Burma and 
Palestine for example, these sites are 
inadequate, often located on infer- 
tile land at some distance from the 
original community, water sources 
and other resources. As a result, after 
eviction women are often compelled 
to relocate and to build new homes 
"illegally," on land that allows for 
continued subsistence. The illegality 
of these homes means that these 
women continue to live in an unsta- 
ble environment lacking security of 
tenure and hence continue to be 
threatened with forced eviction, and 
all that entails. 

Women's homelessness and land- 
lessness are a direct result of forced 
eviction which increases women's 
vulnerability to physicalviolence. As 
we saw in the Palestinian experience, 
with nowhere to live after the evic- 
tion, women are forced to sleep out 
in the open, in tents or in other 
insecure environments, affording 
them little protection against perpe- 
trators of violence. Moreover, in 
many countries, women face gen- 
der-based discrimination in owning, 
inheriting, or renting property. Dis- 
placed women whose husbands and 
male relatives are dead or missing 
may be unable to inherit and hence 
return to their own homes and lands. 

COHRE has also found that women 
who are forced to reside with ex- 
tended family as a result of forced 
eviction often find themselves sub- 
ject to increased levels of physical, 
emotional, and psychological abuse 

and violence. This violence can be 
attributed to, in part, overcrowded 
living conditions combined with in- 
creased levels of alcohol consump- 
tion by male family members in the 
post-eviction phase. 

Forced evictions like those taking 
place in South-East Turkey and Bur- 
ma often result in the forced migra- 

More research 
needs to be 

conducted which 
describes how the 
practice of forced 
eviction is used 

as a strategy 
of war and which 
documents the 
impact of these 
forced evictions 

on women. 

tion of women from rural commu- 
nities to urban centres, often result- 
ing in the forced separation of fam- 
ily members and the loss of family 
and support structures which women 
may experience as a form of vio- 
lence. In this way, forced eviction 
radically disrupts a way of life. Many 
women find that when they reach 
urban centres they are discriminated 
against with respect to securing hous- 
ing and they cannot find a means of 
livelihood. In some cases, women 
are forced to turn to the sex trade 
industry in order to survive and in 
others they have been forced into 
the industry. 

Though forced eviction is a physi- 
cal act, each of the above mentioned 
forms of violence has a long lasting 
psychological and emotional impact, 
wreakinghavocwith awoman's iden- 
tity, sense of personal security, self- 
worth and spirit. Most reports reveal 
that women experience extreme de- 
pression and anger in the aftermath 
of forced eviction. 

Forced eviction and violence 
against women: moving forward 

At this stage in the documentation 
and understanding of the impact on 
women of the violence they suffer in 
relation to forced eviction, it may be 
too early to develop comprehensive 
solutions to the problem. We can, 
however, offer a few tentative sug- 
gestions aimed at human rights ad- 
vocates currently working on the is- 
sues of violence against women or 
forced eviction, which would con- 
tribute to the protection of women 
against violence during situations of 
armed conflict. 

As a first step, to develop a more 
complete understanding of the vio- 
lation ofwomen's human rights dur- 
ing armed conflict, more research 
needs to be conducted by local activ- 
ists, grassroots organizations, and 
NGOS which systematically describes 
how the practice of forced eviction is 
used as a strategy of war and which 
documents the impact ofthese forced 
evictions on women. As a means of 
educating women about their right 
to be free from forced eviction and to 
assist in the struggle to enforce these 
rights, this research could then be 
integrated into and inform existing 
international, national, and grass- 
roots human rights campaigns against 
violence against women in armed 
conflict situations, as these campaigns 
have already had tangible results and 
have established a real presence on 
the international human rights 
agenda. Ideally, advocates working 
to prevent and address forced evic- 
tion should work closely with advo- 
cates working to prevent and address 
violence against women in armed 
conflict situations to develop com- 
mon strategies to prevent and redress 
all of the violence women experience 
during armed conflict, strategies 
which consider and reflect the con- 
text within which violence against 
women can occur during armed con- 
flict. Finally, to take up some ofthese 
suggestions, human rights advocates 
must learn more about economic, 
social, and cultural rights and must 
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be committed to developing practi- 

cal means of addressing violations of 
these rights (e.g. the right to ad- 
equate housing and to be free from 
forced eviction) while also address- 
ing violations of civil and political 
rights. 

The author thanks D. Wiseman for 
comments on this paper. 

Leilani Farha is the Coordinator ofthe 
Women ? Housing Rights Program at 
the Centre for Housing Rights and 
Evictions, an international, non-gov- 
ernmental, human rights organization. 
She works topromoteandprotect wom- 
en ? rights to housing, land, andprop- 
erty in both developing and developed 
countries and the United Nation. 

'Most recently, for example, rape 
was included in the list of indict- 
ments against those being prosecuted 
at the International Criminal Tribu- 
nal for Rwanda. 
2Telephone conversation with Scott 
Leckie, Director, Centre on Hous- 
ing Rights and Evictions (COHRE), 
January 25, 2000. See also Leckie. 
Post-apartheid, theGroupAreasAct, 
the law used during apartheid to 
implement forced removals, was re- 
pealed by t h e ~ ~ c .  Subsequently, the 
Land Restitution Act (1994) was 
adopted to implement legislation for 
the Constitutional provisions which 
call for land restitution. 
3 0 f  course, this explains how male 
militia are able to carry-out acts of 
violence against women during 
armed conflict. It does not explain 
why male militia perpetrate acts of 
violence against women during 
armedconflict, norwhy international 
has not fully addressed this aspect of 
war, a discussion ofwhich is beyond 
the scope of this article. 
4At the international ic~vt-l, the rela- 
tionship between women and forced 
evictions has been largely limited to 
the recognition in United Nations 
documents that women are dispro- 
portionately affected by this prac- 
tice. See for example, Report of the 
Secretary General to the Commis- 

sion on the Status of Women, UN 

Doc. ~/c~.6/1994/3, para.5; The 
Right to Adequate Housing: Report 
of the Special Rapporteur, UN Com- 
mission on Human Rights, Sub-com- 
mission on Prevention of discrimi- 
nation and Protection ofMinorities, 
47th Sess., UN Doc. ~ / c ~ . 4 / S u b . 2 /  
1995112, (1995), para. 47; and UN 

Sub-Commission on the Prevention 
of Discrimination and Protection of 
Minorities Resolution 199711 9, 
"Women and the right to adequate 
housing and to land and property," 
preamble, par. 11, which states that 
". . .women and children suffer dis- 
proportionately from the practice of 
forced eviction and that women bear 
the brunt of traumatized and dislo- 
cated communities". The UN litera- 
ture on internally displaced persons 
provides the most thorough- 
though by no means complete- 
picture of the real effects of internal 
displacement or forcible eviction on 
women. Unfortunately, this litera- 
ture has temporal limitations as it 
refers only to women's experiences 
once internally displaced and does 
not address the periods before and 
during the forced eviction. See also 
the Report of the Representative of 
the Secretary-General, Mr. Francis 
M. Deng, Internally Displaced Per- 
sons, U N  DOC. El~N.411 996152 
(1996) at paras. 45 -56. 
5This excerpt is based on my verba- 
tim notes takenduring the Initiative. 
Though the testimony was given in 
Kurdish, simultaneous translation 
was available. 
'The author notes that it is danger- 
ous to assess the impact of evictions 
on women as a group as it may ob- 
scure the impact of eviction on spe- 
cifically situated women such as: 
female children, young women, and 
the elderly. O n  this point see Madot 
Jok. 
'It is admittedly somewhat artificial 
to divide the eviction process into 
time periods (before, during, and af- 
ter) in assessing the violence women 
experience, given that the effects of 
violence suffered at one stage likely 
carry over into the following stage 

and may, in fact, have long-lasting 

implications. At the same time, a 
temporal delineation of the eviction 
process may assist in exposing the va- 
rious types of violence women experi- 
ence throughout the eviction process. 
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