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  I. Overview of the Project: 
 
 
 Since 1998, the Women’s Rights Network (WRN), a human rights organization 
based at the Wellesley Centers for Women (WCW), has been collaborating with 
researchers at WCW on an international and cross-cultural project to address the 
sexual abuse of women by their husbands or other intimate partners. This collaboration 
grew out of WRN’s international and human rights work on domestic violence and 
sexual abuse, and WCW researchers’ work on intimate partner sexual abuse and other 
forms of violence against women in the United States.  Recognizing that intimate 
partner sexual abuse (IPSA) is a global violation of women’s human rights, the 
overarching objective of this project is to enable advocates worldwide to: 
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Reach a more comprehensive, culturally-relevant and global understanding of IPSA, 
including its links to other social issues;  
Share IPSA-related information, resources, ideas, perspectives, and strategies; 
Raise awareness of IPSA among colleagues working on domestic violence, sexual 
abuse and related social issues;  
Improve and develop services to victims/survivors and interventions with 
perpetrators;  
Enhance public education and awareness-raising efforts about IPSA;  
Develop other effective strategies to respond to IPSA, such as legal advocacy and 
research studies;  
Forge an international consensus on sexual rights and sexual autonomy; and 
Participate in and connect with a larger movement to end IPSA and all violations of 
human rights. 

 
 This report marks the completion of Stage One of this project.  Stage One  
consisted of: (1) Conducting an international survey and literature review on IPSA;  (2) 
Developing a special IPSA-related section of WRN’s International Documentation & 
Resource Center; and (3) Providing survey respondents with a copy of this report, 
additional information and resources on IPSA, and contact information for all other 
respondents.  Stage Two entails: (1)  Compiling and facilitating the international 
exchange of resources on IPSA such as bibliographies, counseling techniques, public 
education campaigns, training modules and model legislation; (2) Posting IPSA-related 
materials on WRN’s website; (3) Incorporating IPSA into WRN’s U.S.-based human 
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rights trainings on domestic violence and sexual abuse; and (4) Collaborating with 
researchers at the Wellesley Centers for Women to incorporate IPSA into an 
International Research Institute on domestic violence. 
 
 
 
 
 
 II. Background on Intimate Partner Sexual Abuse 

 
 

                                                          

 
 A.  Overview of the Problem 

 
 Despite the substantial progress of women's human rights movements around 
the world, violence against women - in all of its forms - continues unabated.  Intimate 
partner sexual abuse1, which includes a variety of acts ranging from rape, to 
psychological coercion to engage in sexual acts, to forced prostitution, is one of the 
most pervasive and persistent forms of such violence.  For a number of complex 
reasons discussed below, IPSA is also one of the most poorly understood, least 
documented and most ignored violations of women’s human rights around the world.   
 
 IPSA remains invisible even relative to other forms of inter-personal violence in 
part because it is normalized in cultures throughout the world and, at the same time, is 
shrouded in a particularly strong web of silence, shame and secrecy.  As a result, many 
women either do not view or identify themselves as victims/survivors, or do not disclose 
the abuse.  In addition, service providers have difficulty identifying and assisting 
victims/survivors, and governments and societies at large fail to punish perpetrators, 
support victims/survivors, and prevent this type of abuse.  IPSA seems built in to the 
gender identities and gender expectations of cultures across the globe, and some 
religious texts have even been misapplied to condone forced sex and forced 
impregnation in marriage.  In many if not most cultures, there is a strong belief that a 
woman is obligated to submit to her husband sexually, whenever and however he 
wishes.   Furthermore, sex itself is often considered a taboo subject in general, and 
sexual relations among couples in particular are considered “private” matters that are 
not to be discussed “publicly” with others and are not issues that merit a public 
response or government intervention.  As a result, IPSA is generally accepted, by both 
men and women, as part of an ordinary sexual relationship between a man and his wife 
or girlfriend; so much so, in fact, that sexual coercion and even rape of women by their 
partners are usually not seen as wrong or criminal.  Consequently,  IPSA is an 
especially challenging form of inter-personal violence to identify, research and address. 
 

 
1 The majority of perpetrators of intimate partner sexual abuse are men (i.e., husbands or boyfriends) and the 
majority of victims/survivors are women (i.e., wives or girlfriends).  However, intimate partner sexual abuse, as 
with domestic violence generally, also occurs among same-sex couples.  Where possible, this report attempts to 
reflect these facts.  
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