women's rights
human rights

international feminist perspectives

edited hy
julie peters and andrea wolper

945
routiedge e new york london




134/ Sullivan

may result in inferior nutrition, medical care, and education for female
children), place women and girls at risk of violence. Eliminating the struc-
tural inequality that reinforces gender-based violence thus requires steps
to ensure the underlying rights and to end discrimination with regard to
those rights.
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State Discriminatory Family Law and
Customary Abuses

Julie Mertus

The mythical haven of the nuclear family plays an impor_tant role
in many societies; this unit, characterized by a legally married adu!t
man and woman accompanied by children, floats in a separate, “pri-
vate” sphere informed by religion, culture, and tradition, free from
governmental interference.! Under the cloak of the separate sphere
ideology, states maintain that they are incapable of dealing with do_mes-
tic violence, child brides, and other inequities in marriage. The private
life of the family must be respected, the state argues, and government
must stay out. Yet, “far from being an enclave, the family is vulnerabl_e
to the state, and the laws and social policies that impinge upon it
undermine the notion of separate spheres.”” The state, however, only
intrudes upon family life to the extent that such interventions serve
larger political and social goals.

The State’s Interest in Family Law

Family law, while not the only factor, is an importanF mechanis_m
through which the state can maintain or disrup_t_ex1stmg famlly
arrangements and influence women’s ability to participate fully in the
social and political spheres. Women’s obligations in societies are pfFen
defined in terms of their obligations in the family. By prescrlb.mg
women’s role in society—as reproducer, producer, or a combination
of the two—and by regulating women’s access to wealth—.—particularly
the rights to property ownership and inheritance—.famlly !aws pro-
foundly affect women’s social and economic status, mﬂuencmg. every-
thing from women’s access to education and health care to their rates
of fertility and mortality.
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