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The Epidemic of Domestic Violence during COVID-19 Pandemic

1. Introduction

It is widely acknowledged that gender is based on the premise of stereotypes and ideologies. It
is society which expects that male or female character can behave according to certain unequal
stereotypes that have been —in fact- socially allocated to them. According to the literature, it is
the hierarchical structure between man and woman which creates the concept of gender. In this
view, gender relations are actually socially constructed as opposed to sex relations which are
biologically constructed. By this token then, gender is based on stereotypes, in that gender is
perceived as performative; people are not who they are according to their sex (biological
construction), but rather gender is created by people’s actions (performances). This means, males
are expected to behave and act violently while females are said to be sensitive, shy, and obedient
(Nikolajeva 2004 cited in Ahlung 2017). Besides, female is always perceived as unguestionably
fated to approve man, to work for him, to nurture children, and so on. In this respect, women
feel unsatisfied by their societies which assign gender inequality, which is in fact the most
fascinating novel explanation for Intimate Partner Violence (IPV) against women given that
society still holds it that man is more powerful than woman.

However, not only do some cultural and religious factors play a significant role in decreasing or
increasing the incidence of violence against women, but also -as of this writing- the negative
impacts of the procedures adopted by the world to halt the spread of COVID-19 on society are
driving to an impending crisis of domestic violence.

Despite the pervasiveness of violence against women worldwide, this problem has received
relatively little attention from scholars in the Arab world, particularly in Algeria. With the
exception of a few studies on Lebanese and African women, hardly any other studies have
investigated the problem of male violence under the pandemic of COVID-19. While previous
studies have identified links between domestic violence and epidemics like Ebola and Zika virus,
the current study uses a holistic and inductive interview to find out whether or not COVID-19 is
triggering domestic violence.

2. Domestic Violence Defined

As previously mentioned, gender stereotypes stimulate gender inequality, male chauvinism, and
domestic violence (or Intimate Partner Violence IPV). It is widely approved that no society is
immune to violence against women in the same way there is no commonly accepted definition
of violence against women, yet a definition stated by the United Nations (1993) can be stated as
follows:
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Domestic violence is an act of gender-based violence that results in or is likely to
result in physical, sexual, or psychological harm or suffering for women,
including threats of such acts, coercion, or arbitrary deprivation of liberty,
whether occurring in public or private life.

IPV or wife abuse is perpetrated by males who are, or who have been, in positions of intimacy
and power — husbands, fathers, fathers-in-law, stepfathers, brothers, uncles, sons, or other
relatives (Khan 2000).

In the society of patriarchy, woman’s position is determined by that of the man with whom she
lives, either husband or father. In the case of husband-wife relationship, it is the man who’s
conceived as more powerful and patriarchal. It is because of this discrimination, among many
other causes, that woman is put in a subservient status that gives a chance for violence actions.
Husbands have implied power that is supported and justified indeed by society as too natural in
marriage as a patriarchal institution, where man uses violence to maintain this offered power.

3. Types of violence
Types of violence as stated in the Women’s Law Organisation (2019) are listed as follows:

e Physical Violence: and it embodies battering, treating women as properties, deprivation of
sources necessary for physical and psychological well-being like: education, healthcare,
nutrition...etc. Physically abusive behaviors include assault of any kind, ranging from pinching,
pushing, hitting, or slapping to choking, shooting, stabbing, and murder.

e Spiritual violence is described when the abuser either forces the victim to participate in the
batterer's religious practices instead of their own or to raise mutual children in a religion that the
victim does not favour.

e Sexual Violence includes rape, sexual slavery, forced marriage, forced pregnancy, sexual
exploitation and prostitution. In essence, it is described as any behavior that uses sex to control
or humiliate the victim, like threatening the victim into engaging in unsafe sex or sexual practices
in which he or she does not want to participate.

e Psychological Violence: involves coercion, neglect and control of women; or otherwise it is
described as using words to decrease the confidence of the wife, or any other intimate partner
victim,
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The Epidemic of Domestic Violence during COVID-19 Pandemic

4. Causes of Domestic Violence

It is worth mentioning that Domestic Violence is not primarily the result of "single factor” cause
or solely attributable to individual-level risk factors such as alcohol use, drugs or mental illness
(Crowell and Burgess 1996; Heise 1994; Heise et al. 1999; World Health Organization 2010).
Different inquiries try to prove that women with fewer resources or greater perceived
vulnerability are more likely to experience higher tensions of domestic violence. Women who
suffer more psychological entrapment, lack of social support, fear of social judgment, are more
exposed to the risk of domestic violence. Lack of feasible alternatives also stands as an obstacle
rendering domestic violence more intense and more widespread (UNICEF 2020). Violence
against women takes many forms and is manifested due to many reasons. According to Kanter
(1977), the powerless positions women hold in society stand as the most important factor to
create gender differences in power use. Women do not use violence in gender relationships
because they fully grasp their powerless status in society.

Not only does patriarchal culture foster gender discrimination but also books as they serve as a
medium to teach social and civic values. Through illustrations and use of language, books
instructed children (readers in general) on gender roles behaviours. Women are stereotypically
represented as submissive, dependent, and housekeepers; whereas, men are stereotypically
represented as leaders, independent, active and breadwinners. According to Narahara (1998),
these stereotypes are consistent across many reading materials, including, narratives for older
readers, and textbooks.

Be they cultural or literature stereotypes, they mold people’s perceptions of gender roles
characterized by an existing asymmetry in the power relations between men and women and that
preserves the devaluation of the female as opposed to the male.

Screening works on violence when completed in conjunction with research on COVID-
19 crisis, it is found that the crisis has only magnified the aforementioned and many other gaps
in societies. When this pandemic arrives, many of the previous stereotypes have been reinforced
to bring about violence or gender-based violence. Confinement at home under heightened levels
of stress, uncertainty and fear, produce stressful environments that precipitate violence. Scholars
like Bettinger-Lopez and Bro (2020) have characterized an invisible pandemic of domestic
violence during the COVID-19 crisis as a ticking time bomb or a perfect storm.

Even though there is no precise cause for domestic violence, women at the risk for being the
victim of domestic violence include those whose couples are addicted to drugs, are jobless, with
lower grades, are not educated or badly educated, and are or have been in a romantic relationship
with the victim.
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5. COVID-19 Pandemic and Domestic Violence

Nowadays and due to COVID-19 pandemic that has led to movement restrictions, physical
distancing, loss of income, isolation, stress and anxiety, women tend to be more at risk for
becoming victims of male violence and Corona virus. This increased risk is not startling; as
previous epidemics, such as the Ebola and Zika virus disease outbreaks, led to more prevalent
domestic violence, COVID-19 is a likely motivating similar trend at present:

During the 2014-16 west African outbreak of Ebola virus disease, gendered
norms meant that women were more likely to be infected by the virus, given their
predominant roles as caregivers within families and as front-line health-care
workers. (Clare et al.; 2020)

Available data on UN Women (2020) show that the results are already devastating and will only
get worse:

In France, for example, cases of domestic violence have increased by 30 percent
since the lockdown on March 17. Helplines in Cyprus and Singapore have
registered an increase in calls by 30 percent and 33 percent... In Argentina,
emergency calls for domestic violence cases have increased by 25 percent since
the lockdown started. In Canada, Germany, Spain, the United Kingdom, and the
United States, government authorities, women’s rights activists and civil society
partners have indicated increasing reports of domestic violence during the crisis,
and/or increased demand for emergency shelter.

Likewise, most governments in the Arab world have severely reduced civil liberty to prevent the
virus from spreading. For that reason, almost all countries underwent a number of measures that
included a curfew imposed by the presence of police units, and a ban of movement in and
between cities. Moreover, they suspended all international and domestic flights, voyages, and
passenger ships. These measures turn to be harmful on women and girls as they experience
domestic violence, and find themselves unable to leave the house looking for helpline services.

Examples include health and financial stresses in the home, including a woman’s
loss of livelihood or earnings, restricted access to basic services and ability to
leave an abusive situation; stress related to social isolation and/ or quarantines;
and confinement of women within the home with violent partners who may use
the COVID-19 restrictions to further exercise power and control over their
partners. (WHO 2020)
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It is important to note that even before COVID-19 occurrence; domestic violence rates in Algeria
for instance, were high. In 2013, statistics confirmed that there were 29,532 cases of violence
against women. However, there are no comprehensive statistics available on how widespread
gender-based violence is in Algeria. Yet, the director of the judicial police responsible for the
protection of women victims of violence reportedly said that the real figure is thought to be much
higher; given that rape and other sexual assaults are always attached to stigma and shame for the
family if women leave or report abuse (Welchman et al; 2005). For all these women, life was
threatening before the spread of COVID 19; the pre-existing gender gaps have only increased
the adverse effects of COVID-19.

During this type of emergency, though data in Algeria is limited, reports from (Morocco, Tunisia
and other countries like China, the United Kingdom, and the United States) report that the
number of domestic violence cases testified to the police tripled in February/March 2020,
compared to the same months the previous year. According to a report by Boussel (2020), since
the onset of the crisis, Algeria has been already at a standstill. Falling oil prices, erosion of the
foreign exchange reserve and Hirak demonstrations over the last twelve months: Algiers has
been experiencing a recurring crisis. Therefore, Algeria is not yet ready to afford reforms, and
prepare programmes to raise awareness and train professionals to provide social, lifesaving
medical treatment, and psychological help to domestic violence victims.

Community factors caused by the confinement, Jati (2019) says, such as poverty, high crime
rates, unemployment, drug trafficking, weak institutional policies, lack of facilities for victim
services, weak law application on the part of the ministry of solidarity and woman and family
affairs) inevitably accelerate the perpetuation of the epidemic of violence in Algeria.

It is true that being distant from public spaces and working may decrease the widespread of
COVID-19, but for many members of the community, staying home, which led families
spending a lot more time together, is not the safest decision. This idea has been stressed by
Godbole (2020) when she reports:

People ... are staying indoors during national lockdowns to stop the spread of
the coronavirus. Though the measures are yielding positive results, it is a
dangerous scenario for women who face domestic violence.

With the country shut down, Algerians are increasingly pondering about the economic
consequences of COVID-19. Such factor adds stress and financial pressure that can harmfully
affect the most vulnerable sectors in society and generate circumstances where their safety is
further conceded. Workers of the informal sector, particularly women, shoulder so much
responsibility (caring for those with special needs, those who provide financial support to the

bution - Pas d'Utilisation
rciale - Pas de ification 4.0

S 623 S aploll itﬁiﬂ;n (



Faiza Dekhir

household, or those working in the health sector). These women are on one hand overexposed
to the risk of the pandemic and on the other hand, when trapped at home, they are too often with
their abusive partners. According to Yaker (2020), closure of schools, kindergarten, universities,
and all educational institutions, in response to COVID-19 has disrupted the jobs of many women
(being teachers, baby sitters, secretaries) and school girls in the country. This creates a severe
challenge for women frontline healthcare workers who also are responsible for caretaking in the
home. Lack of childcare and/or elderly care adds stress and financial burden to women frontline
workers.

Grown and Sanchez-Paramo (2020) make it clear that while COVID-19 crisis has excessively
impacted women, not only are men at greater risk of dying from the virus, but they are also
threatened by its social and economic impacts. They are very occasionally suffering from
economic uncertainties and stress combined with confinement measures and disruptions in
services. Bogat et al. (2002) find that this can be overtly noticed at homes with the presence of
children (especially the turbulent ones); fathers —as they are not patient enough- would show
more nerves, anxiety and perhaps more violent acts against their children and wives. Worse than
that, children are there to witness their fathers’ or brothers’ abusive acts, the thing that renders
them abusers in the future. Therefore, household serves as an important setting from which one
—a male child—socially and directly learns violence on women. Children who grow up in violent
families perceive that domestic violence is a welcomed male act and an approach to form control
of women.

6. Victims’ testimonies

Some of the testimonies during the ‘coronavirus-induced’ lockdown are reported. In order to
preserve the anonymity of all interviewees, pseudonyms have been used and some other
redundant information removed.

Aljiyya, a 42 years old victim of domestic violence and a mother of three children, lived with
her husband in Oran. She stopped working as a teacher at a primary school as the lockdown
started. She said that her husband repeatedly snatched and shoved her to the ground and beat her
on her back, “l have always suffered from violence during my lifetime; ... but since the
lockdown; he has not ceased harassing me...” she reported: “No one cares about me. Our home,
each time | complained to them, they said it doesn’t matter, this is your husband, you share
(3eshra) with him. Return to your house for the sake of your children, it is not safe to come to us
during the confinement”.

The family is usually the first contact that the victims of domestic violence have to consult.
However, many domestic violence survivors (like Aljiyya) when complaining to their families;
i 624 ARoEe
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they usually receive no support or help. Instead, they are denounced and blamed for their fate,
or they are told by their parents to return to their abusers and reconcile for their children. Their
families are afraid from catching the virus, that’s why they refused to receive their daughters
especially at this time of the pandemic. According to Abraham (2000), the family (relatives)
plays a critical role in intervening or preventing wife abuse, in the sense that moral support can
decrease women’s exposure to wife abuse; and vice versa. A lack of this type of support
intensifies a woman’s isolation, which increases —in turn—her feelings of weakness and
insecurity.

Ahlem, 33 years old, is a mother of two little girls and a primary school teacher. Because of the
confinement, Ahlem was obliged to stop working and stayed home. She was beaten by her
husband twice during this Ramadan. Her husband is a security agent in a town Hall. She said:
“My husband blames me for not baking bread for him and he always calls me in the early
morning when he’s at work, just to check whether I am still sleeping or not ...” She added: “He
says to me that I’ m always sleeping to a late time while he’s always getting up earlier for work
exposed to the risks of the pandemic and the tiring Ramadan...”. “He becomes so violent
especially during the confinement; he strokes me and curses me ....”. “My neighbour comes to
me to pay me a visit secretly, and tries to take me to her house but her husband has refused saying
that they should-as much as they can- keep away from any external contact because of the
virus...”

In fact, a deeply rooted patriarchal culture is known in communities whose male who belongs to
working or lower classes (with lower incomes) show more stiffness and anger at home since
they lack power and authority at work. This violent model of masculinity is assumed to
compensate for the lack of authority and power. A husband is defined as a family breadwinner
and this, in turn, further legitimizes his power and authority -expressed by means of violent acts-
over his wife or female partner (Messerschmidt 1993). Indeed, in a patriarchal culture like the
Algerian one, a woman is often described as being responsible for cooking, cleaning the house,
and the clothes, caring for and supplying the children with love and warmth, gardening, and
responding to male’s sexual desire.

According to many studies conducted on the same topic, it is found that there are other factors
that escalate wife abuse during the pandemic, including economic precariousness and financial
dependence on perpetrators, and being coerced by family members, police and friends to drop
criminal charges due to the social stigma attached to reporting abuse (Amnesty 2004).

During the same period of time, another woman named Amel (a housewife) aged 36 years old,;
recited her story saying: “my husband becomes so violent during the confinement, especially

during Ramadan, I usually think to leave the house forever...
OO 625
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for help several times but in vain....my family has accused me for provoking him. They still
insist on me to be patient with him, with their intention that he would change after the
confinement ...in fact he’s the only breadwinner; during this crisis, | have nowhere to go to earn
money” It is typical that -in all Arab worlds — it is a shame for a woman to leave the house. A
woman avoids reporting her husband’s assault, and prefers to remain silent; whatever the man
does, it is the woman who is to be submissive and subordinate to their men (Pushpanathan 2013).

What is rather odd in this context, however, is that the ministry of national solidarity, family
affairs and the status of woman seemed to make no interventions to help the victims. On the
contrary, there was much assistance on the part of the ministry with regard to the homeless
people in order to maintain preventions against the pandemic spread (Algeria Press Service
2020). This is an enough indication to refer to the inability of the Ministry to take care of all
social groups especially at the time of the pandemic.

Kawther a 30 years-old woman, states that she has frequently been harassed by her husband in
these days of the Corona crisis. “I could not go to the police to complain, my husband swears if
| go out- even for money withdrawal -he would lock me out.... by doing so, he would pretend
protecting the whole family from any outside contamination”, in a time where different sectors
are emphasizing that their employees work remotely, and the administrations are encouraging
social distancing, an abuser (like Kawther’s husband) takes advantage of an already stressful
situation to gain more control (WHO 2020). Kawther could not escape the oppression and
tyranny of her husband that brings about her weakness and self-effacement. Certainly, her
decision to leave him will threaten his masculinity. For Kawther and many other women, even
the fear of narrowing the pandemic spread is preventing them from seeking out physical and
moral help after undergoing physical violence.

7. Conclusion

The impact of Covid-19 on the well-being of female goes beyond the risk of catching the virus.
The crisis had a huge impact on the mind-sets and economies of the most disadvantaged
members of society. Statistically, more than 50 % of the healthcare is a woman which means
women may be heavily exposed to the virus through work in addition to the harassment of their
partners at home. On one side, those women cannot quit their jobs as they do not want to be
economically dependent on their violent partners; and on the other side they cannot stay at home
exposed to their husbands’ humiliation.

According to Kapur (2020), the economic impact of COVID-19 resulting from the widespread
closure of trades puts higher financial tension on communities, chiefly on women as they
excessively work in insecure, lower-paid, and informal employment (like shop sellers, goods
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merchants, hairdressers, baby sitters and seasonal workers), with little or no income safety and
social protection, and are thus more likely to be deprived from their earnings. Experience from
the Ebola and other complex emergencies shows that epidemics aggravate existing inequalities,
including those based on financial status, age and gender.

This paper then demonstrates that the majority of abusive relationships take place among couples
where males -with lower income, educational or social status- are the most likely to resort to
violence in order to derive power within their relationships. Regrettably, Corona crisis has only
generated male violence through confinement, isolation, and economic stagnation, the disruption
of social and protective networks, together with lack of social support. Unfortunately, cultural
stereotypes that women are responsible for performing domestic tasks such as caregiving can
expose women to greater health risks and domestic violence which in turn cause serious
emotional and physical health harms for those victims.

The paper has also shown how plainly the Ministry of National Solidarity, Family Affairs and
the Status of Woman all along with the reproductive health providers, during this pandemic,
have provided abused women little support. Corona crisis was particularly upsetting because the
health systems in Algeria as well as some other affected countries were already delicate, and
weakened by a sick legislation. For this reason and many others, the Algerian authorities must
act quickly to guarantee everyone individual get accurate coverage and treatment, and every
female is secured. The role of reproductive health providers can help their abused women in
many ways. For instance, they can offer their victims empathy, support, and counselling. They
can also connect their victims with support and shelter services. However, in case of impossible
mobility, all of those services can be accomplished via hotline.
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