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                                  Dr. Namita Singh1 

“There is nothing in an age that so sharply mirrors its philosophy as the lives of its 

women”. 

     Walter Farrell 

Abstract 

Women bear disproportionately the consequences of wars and suffer violations of human 

rights in situations of armed conflict, including terrorism, torture, disappearance, rape, 

ethnic cleansing, family separation and displacement. Moreover, they endure lifelong social 

and psychological traumas. Along with children, women constitute 80 per cent of the world’s 

refugees and displaced persons. There is a growing emphasis on the impact of war on 

women. The problems experienced by them in situation of armed conflicts have received 

increased attention in recent years. It is important to draw the attention towards the plight 

of women during war where they have to bear both the economic and social burden of 

keeping their families together throughout times of conflict which shows their capacities to 

cope up and also to act as actors, peacemakers, and agents of change, during adverse 

situations. The study aims to analyze the impact of war on women and the steps which could 

be taken to lessen the vulnerability of women and to protect women during the armed 

conflicts or war.  

The woman is a powerhouse of creativity, development and peace. They preserve certain 

values in society which are invaluable. In the case of physical motherhood, woman plays a 

crucial role in the determination of societal values as the task of educating children in 

values is primarily hers. Woman is thus called to contribute to society’s values by 

inculcating in her physical children these values. The maternal role of women is not 

constrained to biological motherhood. Woman’s role in educating in values transcends the 

family or home and extends to society as a whole. Women must thus not lose sight of this 
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role which they can exercise in whatever position they occupy in society and even during 

the time of conflicts.  

It is a well-known fact that the conflict inflicts suffering on everyone women are 

particularly affected by its short- and long-term effects. Sexual assault and exploitation are 

frequently employed as tools of war; victimization leads to isolation, alienation, prolonged 

emotional trauma, and unwanted pregnancies that often result in abandoned children. As 

culturally-designated caregivers, women must struggle to support their families and keep 

their households together while the traditional bread-winners – husbands and sons – are 

caught up in the fighting and are unable to provide for their families. The new role as 

primary provider exposes many women to further abuse. Conflict shatters the comfort of 

predictable daily routines and expectations. Women and girls are equally affected in a 

fragile environment where social services they once depended on degrade or disappear. 

Although conflict may, in some cases, improve gender relations as a result of shifts in 

gender roles - some changes even improve women’s rights by and large its impact on 

women is devastatingly negative. 

Women are rarely mere passive victims of conflict and should not be treated as such. 

Women can play active roles in the events that lead to fighting and instability, and even in 

combat itself - yet they have also served as the forerunners of peace movements that have 

ended conflict. However, the determined efforts of women to bring an end to fighting are 

usually behind the scenes.  In order for women to contribute effectively to the task of 

nation building they must begin by considering their specific essence and thus determine 

the unique contribution they as women are called to make in society.  

Due to early trends in feminism, the perception that woman is what she can do, still 

lingers in society. The early feminists had to struggle against discriminatory laws and 

socio-cultural attitudes that were founded on the supposition that women were inferior to 

men. In a bid to counter this, women fought for the right to do all that men could do as a 

means of proving equality. On the basis of such a view, it has been concluded that women 

in the 21st century have made important inroads in the quest for equality. To support this, 

evidence is sought to show that most women today enjoy at least in theory equal rights of 

participation in social and political life, The new roles of women are regarded a part of 

who she is. Understood in this sense, woman’s nature is regarded as a reality that is 

changing as her roles change with time. There are several characteristics of women that 

enable her to better understand her role in society. Woman is called to bring to society her 

own unique characteristics. She must thus understand her role in the context of her 
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essence and the special characteristics of her essence. St Josemaria urges women not to 

fall into the trap of imitating men, that equality means that a woman’s feminine way of 

being is legitimate and valuable.  

In time of armed conflict, women will have to face the same tides, representing 

transgressions of international humanitarian, law as civilian population in its whole: 

torture, summary executions and abusive arrests, forced transfers, taking hostages, 

threats and intimidations. Beside those women will have to face, also, gender 

infringements, such as rape, forced prostitution, sexual slavery, forced inseminations. 

Together with their children women represent the biggest percentage of refugees or 

transferred population. Having their husbands far from the family, many times engaged in 

the armed conflict, the social status of a woman is frequently changing. Women will take 

upon themselves all responsibilities related to taking care of children and elders, 

becoming the sole and the last keeper of the unity, harmony and identity of a family. In 

such matters, they become vulnerable and, in case of an armed conflict, the death-rate 

within the pale of women is alarmingly increasing. It’s estimated that, since 1990, at global 

scale, from all deaths related to the armed conflicts, 90% are civilians and 80% of this 

percentage is represented by women and children. 

During conflicts, women have suffered from the grave breaches of human rights law and 

international humanitarian law. They were victims of all forms of sexual violence, in a 

sporadic and incontrollable manner because of the carelessness of commanders or chiefs 

of armed groups. However these acts of barbarism occur, also, in a continual and methodic 

manner. In certain situations women become real targets for those seeking to humiliate 

and to destroy entire communities by using these atrocities.  

Women are victims of sexual aggression because the assaulters aim to destroy their 

mental and physical integrity. Usually, women are aggressed in public in an inhuman 

attempt to exhibit the incapacity of the male part of a group to protect them. Women are, 

also, victims because they represent the future of the human resource of the group they 

belong to. That’s why acts like mutilation of the genital organs or forced inseminations are 

widespread, the attackers pursuing partial or total destruction of a nation, ethnic or 

religious group. Perpetrated during an armed conflict or in time of peace these acts 

represent a crime of genocide. 

In the post-conflict period women continue to suffer because of sexual aggressions they 

endured, but, in some cultures, the assaults are coming from the members of the group 
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they are belonging to. In time of armed conflict or shortly after its ending, with husbands 

involved in conflict or killed in action, the status of women is dramatically altered and 

they, usually, become the only support for their families or, on the contrary, they are cast 

out because of the sexual aggression they need to confront. Being the victim of a sexual 

aggression is equivalent with extreme consequences for the victim, consequences like 

ruling out from community public life, oppressions or losing the marital status judging, in 

some cultures like Afghanistan and India that the victims dishonored the family and the 

group they reside in. 

There should be special protection rules for women in each society and they should be 

ardently followed. Women should be treated with all the regard due to their sex and must 

be benefited by treatment as favorable as that granted to men. They should be the object 

of special respect and must be protected in particular against rape, forced prostitution and 

any other form of indecent assault which is common during war. 

During an armed conflict government should create hospital and security areas and 

localities, designed to shelter civilian population from the effects of the armed conflict, 

especially pregnant women and mothers with children under age of seven years old. 

Focusing on what women suffered during armed conflicts, women should be entitled with 

more decisional power in conflict prevention, conflict mediation or during the peace 

building process, in order to reduce the sex-based violence. In the field of health, medical 

care and hygiene also the specific provisions must be taken into consideration. 

It should be acknowledge that women have managed in the past and manage in many 

places today to turn the reality of conflict into an opportunity for improvement of 

livelihoods. Transformation is both the cause and consequence of women seizing those 

opportunities. And by seizing those opportunities, women often change societal, cultural, 

political or economic structures fundamentally, beyond the end of the conflict or war. 

Protection, assistance, prevention are three cornerstones necessary for women in armed 

conflict. But none of it is possible without listening to them. We all have to listen to the 

women, to hear their stories, to understand their needs and really address them. 

Proximity to victims and perpetrators, understanding the devastating dynamics of 

violence and designing specific programs to respond are crucial in mitigating the impact of 

violence. 
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By reducing the risks for women of falling victim to exploitation, injury and sexual 

violence, we reduce the numbers of victims in a conflict. Women who have become victims 

of sexual violence, or psychological trauma do not always bear scars. They are still victims, 

but their pain may go unnoticed. If we can help them overcome their injuries, their 

suffering, too often their shame for something they did not do - then we can instill 

resilience not only in those women but through them in their children, their families and 

communities, and rebuild some of the dignity they were robbed of. 

Women, therefore, must be safeguarded from gender-specific violence and, when it occurs, 

supported in their own psychosocial healing. Their peace building efforts must be 

promoted at all levels: local, regional, national and international. Peace and security are 

essential for economic growth, development and the empowerment of women; and 

women need to play an equal part in securing and maintaining peace. To that end, they 

must be empowered politically and economically, and be represented adequately at all 

levels of decision-making. 

During an armed conflict, the perspective of time is often very limited. Food, shelter, and 

safety are immediate needs. But there is no immediate solution for the long-term impact of 

armed conflict on communities, on the people affected by it. We have to keep in mind that 

the needs we are addressing are the ones we can define in that moment. Beyond what we 

see and what we are told, the future may hold different needs. 

It can be concluded that there are many ways women can be made victims in times of 

armed conflict. No woman is a victim by definition, but by condition. We have to listen to 

these women, to go beyond the superficial, to address the real needs they have. But we 

also have to learn from each other. Good practices, successful programmes, effective 

assistance we have to exchange about those among all humanitarian actors to continue to 

improve what we do. 
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