
WOMEN AND HARMFUL TRADITIONAL PRACTICES

Soroptimist International is committed to the elimination of harmful traditional practices which constitute a 
violation of women’s human rights.  These practices are deeply rooted in cultural norms which devalue and 
subordinate women and girls, underscored by gender inequalities and power imbalances.  There are many different 
types of practices, but some of the most prevalent are: female infanticide, female genital mutilation/cutting, forced 
and early marriages, “honour” crimes, stoning of women, forced or early pregnancy, wife inheritance or widow 
maltreatment, treatment of women who have been raped during conflict or disaster and exile from 
home/community, dowry-related violence, acid attacks, witch burning, and breast ironing.  The effects of these 
practices are significant, including serious health and psychological consequences, barriers to achieving full potential 
in education, lifelong impacts on livelihoods, and death.   

Soroptimist International urges governments of all countries to: 

 Ratify, implement, and monitor all conventions and treaties relevant to the elimination of harmful traditional
practices; most specifically Article 4 of the Declaration on the Elimination of Violence Against Women which
calls upon states to “condemn violence against women and [should] not invoke any custom, tradition or
religious consideration to avoid their obligations with respect to its elimination.”

 Specifically prohibit the use of culture, religious justification, or traditional practice as a legal defence to
harmful traditional practices

 Enact new legislation and review existing legislation to ensure that the rights of women and girls are
respected, protected, and fulfilled, and resolve any conflict between formal and customary law to protect
women and girls from these forms of violence

 Take all measures necessary to enforce such legislation, including prosecutions and punishments
commensurate with the crimes, whilst prioritising the best interests of the victim/survivors and/or affected
girl children

 Ensure transnational cooperation where necessary to prosecute perpetrators and protect victim/survivors

 Finance to the fullest extent possible appropriate victim/survivor support services and where relevant
provide compensation

 Safeguard victim/survivors from future harm, both domestically and internationally

 Acknowledge that migration, conflict, and globalisation may result in differences in the type and execution of
harmful traditional practices.

Soroptimist International will continue to: 

 Uphold a human-rights based approach to policies and programmes aimed at ending harmful traditional
practices, prioritising dignity, and the right to life for women and girls

 Run programmes and projects aimed at changing attitudes, norms, and structures in the community to
address the root causes of harmful traditional practices

 Promote the offering of alternative rites of passage

 Advocate for the rights of victim/survivors

 Lobby for the negative and far-reaching impacts of such practices to be included in medical, social work, and
law enforcement education curricula.

Soroptimist International: 

 Educates individuals, communities, and societies on the extensive and substantial harms caused by harmful
traditional practices

 Empowers women and girls themselves to reject harmful practices

 Enables a “shift in the social norms that support harmful practices and pressure women into undergoing
them for themselves or others” (UN Stop Violence Against Women Knowledge Center).
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