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Implications of decriminalising domestic violence in Iran and Kazakhstan

The problem of domestic violence has unique characteristics depending on the social, 

religious, and political environments in which it takes place, however, it is also an issue that 

disregards borders and impacts both developing and developed nations. One pattern that is 

present among cases across the world is that domestic violence disproportionately affects 

women. The United Nations defines violence against women as "any act of gender-based 

violence that results in, or is likely to result in, physical, sexual, or mental harm or suffering to 

women, including threats of such acts, coercion or arbitrary deprivation of liberty, whether 

occurring in public or in private life.". This definition includes intimate partner violence or 

domestic violence – any behaviour that is used to gain or maintain power and control over a 

partner through the means of physical, sexual, or psychological violence. While the problem is 

still persistent in the western world, a special focus should be dedicated to domestic violence in 

developing nations due to their deep-rooted nature, environmental factors and larger economic 

impact. This paper will be focusing on domestic violence in Iran and Kazakhstan because of the 

absence of laws criminalising it, as well as both countries having similar cultural patterns such as

the shared religion of Islam and colonial pasts. An analysis of reasons and risk factors specific to 

these societies is included, as well as discussions on the development’s and globalisation’s 

impact on the problem. This paper will be focusing on domestic violence among heterosexual 
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couples due to the place where the abuse happens – as Iran has laws criminalizing homosexuality

and Kazakhstan maintains a huge stigma surrounding such relationships, it is almost impossible 

to analyse violence within homosexual couples due to the lack of data and high secrecy within 

LGBTQ+ community in those countries. It also focuses specifically on violence inflicted on 

women by men due to highly patriarchal societal structures and general trends.

Background 

The violence this paper studies is “domestic” in terms of its relational nature(Harne, 

Lynne and Radford, 2004) rather than being an indication of a place in which it occurs. By this 

definition, any violence, including economic, emotional, and physical, that occurs between 

current or previous partners in an intimate relationship is domestic violence(also referred to as 

DV). Such violence has been studied for decades and different disciplines center their 

explanations around several factors. For example, sociological explanation puts emphasis on 

cultural and institutional reasons, while evolutionary psychologists tend to explain it through 

biological factors and ancestry. These theories, however, only started to develop in the late 1970s

and the mainstream explanation prior to that focused on women’s innate masochism – drawing 

on Freudian theories on how abuse fulfils women’s needs. 

           The impacts of domestic violence on women stretch beyond the physical harm that 

prevents them from being active members of society and imposes medical costs. Residual effects

include decreased decision-making and problem-solving skills, lowered perceptions of self-

efficacy and self-esteem, as well as a higher number of suicidal thoughts(Wetterson et al., 2004).

A study by Wetterson on 10 working women in a shelter showed that 7 out of 10 women 

experienced physical and sexual violence, 10 out of 10 were subjected to psychological violence 

through manipulation, isolation and economic control, and 7 out of 10 were harassed at work by 
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their partner. Furthermore, studies suggest that 37-96% of women in abusive relationships have 

been affected at work by the abuse(caepv.org). Women in these situations tend to struggle to 

keep a job for a prolonged period of time or receive a promotion due to missing work and 

difficulty being concentrated. High rates of domestic violence in developing nations will further 

limit women’s options for gaining bargaining power within relationships and with higher rates of

workplace discrimination, DV stands as an obstacle to achieving equality in developing 

economies. 

Legality of domestic violence

One of the key areas of study in this paper is whether it is the absence of adequate laws 

criminalizing domestic violence that causes its high prevalence or it is the presence of other 

factors, such as highly patriarchal societal structures, cultural traditions and religion that manifest

themselves through abuse and cause the lack of interest in protecting women within their homes. 

           Both societies in Kazakhstan and Iran share the factors above, including the absence of 

laws protecting women.  Following the Iranian revolution of 1979 which was mainly held to 

oppose colonial efforts of the West, the county’s legal code became highly integrated with 

Islamic or sharia law. The state and its legal system are vested with the responsibility to protect 

women, however, failure to do so in Iran can be explained through the belief that domestic 

relationships are naturally hierarchal. This hierarchy is manifested through the religious 

permission to use force in case of disobedience, as well as allowable marital rape, “honour” 

killings and forced marriage(Hijjar, 2004). Because of such an interpretation of the religious text 

of the Quran, domestic violence is not a crime under Iranian law and the penalties for murder as 

a result of it as well as for honour killings are lighter than for other acts of murder(Seager, 2018).

For example, the punishment for fathers killing their daughters ranges from 3 to 10 years of 
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imprisonment instead of the standard sentence via capital punishment. The Iranian parliament 

has been considering passing a law criminalising DV for nine years, however, the Center for 

Human Rights in Iran has criticised the draft proposal due to the following inefficiencies: 

prevents women from getting a divorce on the grounds of abuse unless her husband is convicted 

three times of engaging in violence against her and requires a one-month period of reconciliation

with her abuser. Such measures might prevent women from asking for help due to the fear of 

repercussions associated with reporting their abusers. Similarly, as one qualitative study in Iran 

shows, one of the main reasons for tolerating abuse and keeping silent was reputation 

maintenance. (Shams et al., 2017). The data was collected from 30 married women in the form of

interviews and despite its relatively small size, it can be generalised to broader tendencies of 

women. The mere presence of honour killings in Iran supports such a generalisation. Therefore, 

the responsibility of maintaining the reputation of the family is placed on the shoulders of 

women and public legal proceedings might deter them from ever considering asking for help 

whether from the police or even their own families. The view of abuse at home as a strictly 

private matter as well as limited legislation restricts the availability of statistics on this issue in 

Iran. The only available data comes from numerous studies and the prevalence of domestic 

violence in these fluctuates between 5.4 and 94.7%(Adeneh et al., 2016). One study completed a 

meta-analysis of data and concluded that 66% of Iranian women experienced violence within 

their homes(Ghaffarihosseini et al., 2021)

While Iran has never established a law against DV, the Kazakhstani government has only

recently made a decision to strip away protections – in July 2017 criminal liability for battery 

and minor injury to health was abolished which led to the decriminalisation of domestic violence

and an increase in the level of latency of offences related to violent acts against family 
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members(Akimzhanov, 2021). The table below demonstrates reported cases of DV during the 

period of 2010 – 2021. The overall trajectory of data taken from official statistics released by the 

government of the Republic of Kazakhstan is showing a decline from 124,298 reported cases in 

2016 to 61,464 cases registered in 2021. The 50.6% decline in the cases registered by the police 

can be explained by the increased unwillingness of victims to pursue prosecution of their abusers

and fear of more abuse as a result of reporting. As violence within homes is considered an 

administrative offence, it entails a penalty of a fine. This increases the vulnerability of women 

and may further stagnate the development of this country – over half of the population in 

Kazakhstan are women and they constitute 48.28% of the labour force(World Development 

Indicators, 2021).
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The statistics released by the Kazakhstani government tend to not have high reliability 

due to the desire of the officials to downplay the problem and to create a positive image in the 

eyes of the international community. 

           There’s an unexplained outlier in the data where in 2015 there was a huge drop in the 

reported cases of DV and further research found no possible reasons for that. The graph below 
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shows all reported crimes in the country and contains data from the government. Overall 

statistics on crime do not show a decrease and in fact, the crime rates increased by 11.7% 

between 2014 and 2015 while the reported cases of DV dropped by 52.2% within the same 

period of time.
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One unintended impact of decriminalisation is the decrease in the number of marriages – the rate 

fell by 17% since 2014 and the period since then has been called the “regression of a family 

institution” by the Kazakh government(ru.kior.kz/2020/12/05/2020-kazahstanskie-semi-

naczionalnyj/., 2020) Continuously declining rates may indicate women’s increased fear of 

losing legal protections once married. A study conducted in 2020 surveyed 642 people in 3 

regions of Kazakhstan(84% of the respondents were women) and shows that 66,7% of women 

subjected to domestic violence did not report to the police or even told their support 

systems(Abdramanova et al., 2020). This is an indication of a similarity in the mentality between

Kazakh and Iranian women’s mentality which prevents them from seeking support due to a 

desire to maintain their reputation.

Other factors in the prevalence of domestic violence
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           Domestic violence varies in its form and severity depending on the environment. While 

the general aim of it is to impose power, the degree of it and its prevalence might be examined in

terms of cultural and religious beliefs. Such violence can be formalised and rationalised – 

through alignment with “tradition” and the manifestation of it in the legal systems. Several 

practices in Kazakhstan might be contributing to the ideology that family sovereignty is above 

the law. The tradition of giving ‘kalym’ or payment to the bride’s family upon marriage is 

consciously or subconsciously considered as a payment for a ‘good’. At the same time, the 

practice of kidnapping a bride is present – the sentence for it is 10 – 15 years of imprisonment 

according to the Criminal Code. However, many women have no choice but to marry the 

abductor due to dishonour brought upon women’s families after rape and kidnapping. Similarly, 

daughters are considered simply guests in their own families until they enter the 'real’ family of 

their husbands. These ideas limit women’s choices when it comes to seeking help. One unhelpful

factor in the limitation of available options for help is that such a mentality is also spread to 

police officers: data from interviews with officers show a consensus that battering women is 

simply a fact of Central Asian culture and therefore is acceptable(Snajdr, 2007). In addition, the 

author of the report states that DV against Russian women is a silent problem based on data from

crisis centers. According to the latest census in 2021, 15.5% of the population are Russians, 

however, almost all of the police officers are Kazakh and holding traditional views.

           Cultural norms and moral rules have led to the view of domestic violence as a strictly 

private matter which resulted in the absence of laws protecting women from abuse at home.

Globalisation discourse 

           The term globalisation refers to increased interconnectedness between nations in terms of 

economic transactions, and the spread of ideas and culture. One example of political 
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globalisation is the creation of international organisations, such as the UN which has specialised 

agencies focusing on human rights. Studies show that globalisation can lead to positive outcomes

when it comes to gender equality. For example, women are more likely to work low-skilled jobs 

and employment in factories built by international corporations provides them with greater 

opportunities – one study showed that with an expansion of the garment industry in Bangladesh, 

women working there were economically much better off than women who worked elsewhere in 

the domestic economy(Eswaran, 2020). In return, greater economic opportunities might increase 

women’s bargaining power within households and lead to less violence.

However, an interesting phenomenon occurred in Iran and Kazakhstan in which 

globalisation caused societies to shift back closer to traditional values. The fall of the USSR in 

1991 meant that Kazakhstan had to deal with 2 main challenges: creating an independent nation-

state and dealing with the post-colonial legacy of a multiethnic population. It was the only 

country in the post-Soviet world in which the native population did not constitute a majority. The

ex-dictator of 29 years, Nursultan Nazarbayev, chose to focus on clan identity and Islam in his 

attempts to recreate cultural sovereignty. Such focus led to a revitalisation of Kazakh identity 

through traditions in which patriarchal values and power over women are a cultural norm. 

Therefore, the protectionist attitudes caused by globalisation might explain an increase in the 

number of battered women since 2000 as shown in the graph above. Furthermore, data collected 

from interviews in one of the studies stated that the transition to capitalism after the fall of the 

USSR clashed with ethnic norms and provoked violence by men against their wives(Snajdr, 

2007). Globalisation and market-based financial structures promoted greater employment among

women and threatened the traditional power of men. Hence, the processes that should have 

caused greater development and equality in fact resulted in the increase of abuse against women 
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and did not raise their bargaining power within households. Such refusal to accept “western 

ideologies” is seen in numerous areas such as the greater inclination to gender roles and rejection

of LGBTQ+ rights. In many Muslim societies studied, the resistance to adherence to 

international human rights such as women’s protection is seen as a relational response to 

globalisation(Hajjar, 2004). They are considered Western values that are alien to their societies 

based on collective relations and mutual duties. Hence, they exacerbate anxieties about cultural 

imperialism. Many developing countries with a history of colonisation tend to lean towards 

traditional conservative values as a protection from the outside world. This, however, has a 

negative impact on women in those countries who become more vulnerable to violence within 

their homes as a result of religious laws and women’s inferior status.  

Why is the problem not becoming less severe? 

Education and the level of income are considered two main factors determining the level 

of domestic violence. Empirical work done investigating DV shows that a rise in a woman’s 

income decreases the violence – with a rise of income, the marginal utility a woman receives 

from an additional unit of consumption declines, therefore, a husband’s ability to “buy” violence 

decreases(Farmer, 1997). One study tested this hypothesis and concluded that this negative 

impact on violence within households is present for low- and middle-income couples as well as 

for high-income couples in which most of the household income is the man’s. It shows that a 

woman who receives an additional $100 in non-wage income per month experienced 

approximately one less incidence of physical violence over a six-month period in the US - such 

empirical evidence is supported by the feminist resource theory(Tauchen et al., 1991).

           While this study can be applied to explain the rates of DV in Iran due to only 11.3% of the

female population engaging in formal employment in 2021, it does not explain the high 
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prevalence of abuse in Kazakhstan – 59.8% of the female population were employed in 

2021(World Development Indicators, 2021). 

           Education is considered a crucial part of the development and is claimed to lead to a more 

equal society. However, this has not been the case for Iran and Kazakhstan – the number of 

female students has exceeded the number of male students in recent years(Rostami-Povey, 

2012). This indicates that women are seeking more opportunities in society and changing 

attitudes towards women’s independence. The table below shows literacy rates in Iran from 1976

to 2016 and a significant increase of 69.9% in ages 15 and above – which might be attributed not

only to changing attitudes but the availability of public education and compulsory education 

duration of 9 years following the reforms after the Iranian revolution(World Development 

Indicators, 2019).
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Conclusion 

The high prevalence of domestic violence in developing countries has huge economic 

implications as well as severe impacts on women’s well-being. The absence of laws 
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criminalising domestic abuse in Iran and Kazakhstan further increases the silent suffering of 

women which results in poor mental and physical health, inability to work and reproductive 

issues. Available data from Iran indicates that there was no progress in reducing DV despite 

increased globalisation and levels of education. For Kazakhstan, data from the government 

shows a positive trajectory, however, independent studies prove that this is due to the 

unwillingness of victims to report. Ensuring equal rights, opportunities, and protections for 

women is crucial for development, however, the biggest obstacle to achieving that is the strong 

traditional values and rules imposed in these societies.
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