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ABSTRACT

The construction of an environment for conversation about one of the most urgent problems that we face nowadays – family violence, its complexity and extension – consists, in the author’s view, of not only the description of statistics, institutional efforts or the intentions of public policies, but also the confusing dynamics and mechanisms that hide this phenomenon and turn it into a reality that, although acknowledged, is still trapped in cultural networks which, in turn, conceal, disguise and justify it, and make it an indicator of the causality of the crisis and deterioration of Colombian society.

The proposal for development of this topic consists of three main parts: first, a brief statistical profile of family violence in Colombia; then, an outline of some analyses that intend to establish the relation between family violence and the obstacles to the integral development of children as members of the family group; and finally, some suggestions for institutional intervention which can serve as components for the discussion of public policies intended to address this issue.

CONCLUSION

In our culture, there is a clear tendency to confuse authority with violence as the only way to correct children’s behavior: violence is seen as a means to an end. 

Family violence is camouflaged and concealed; both overt and hidden physical, verbal, psychological and sexual means are used to carry out this destructive behavior.

Violent family dynamics are concealed by a confusion of temporalities, intermingling destructive acts with expressions of affection, promises for change, requests to forgive and forget, or blaming the victim.

Recommendations 

It is urgent to build, in everyday family spaces, new alternatives for coexistence that allow each family member to acknowledge others as their peers, worthy of recognition of their conditions, skills and limitations.

The educational processes carried out by the family must start by identifying the reasons why it is believed that violence is the only way of teaching and preventing behaviors that adults consider inappropriate.

Messages sent to families as new lessons must stress the importance of the family’s educating function, and new ways of establishing ties of affection and interaction among family members.  

In caring for family relations, it is important to identify the levels of resilience developed by each member of the family as regards these ideas: “I am,” “I have” and “I can.”  
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INTRODUCTION 

For those of us in Colombia who devote our lives to interacting and working with families and children, embracing our vocation with passion and reason, intuition and knowledge, as the purpose of our searches, our enthusiasm, our successes and revelations, it is very satisfying to see that we are gradually consolidating a space in which children and the family can be made visible, leading us to a social and political commitment to ourselves. 

This event is a wonderful opportunity for the FESCO Foundation. Using specific facts and insights, we seek to demonstrate that, in the present context of urgency regarding the family and its relations of affection and/or violence, the principal tools that we have are unity and connection between actors in society, government and the state, to build an order in which the contributions, powers and strengths of each actor serve shared objectives. 

This space will have achieved its purpose if it sparks conversations, agreements and disagreements, and institutional actions on the family and its relationships, as fundamental issues in society, involving our strength and decisiveness to make changes and strive every day toward a new world for all.

OBJECTIVE 

To reflect on the role of family violence in the imagination of the family and society, the forms in which it appears, and the ways in which we can achieve change.

THE COLOMBIAN CONTEXT

In Colombia, violence tends to be associated with armed conflict and citizen insecurity, which are the central elements of the crisis of the state as an institution, the loss of trust in society and uncertainty regarding its credibility. The violence of everyday life is little-known or relegated to a position of lesser importance.

The empowerment and central role of illegal actors (guerrillas, self-defense and paramilitary actors, and the consolidation of their territorial and social control), the expansion of the fronts of the battle in rural areas as well as urban centers and capital cities, their alliances with other actors (state actors, drug traffickers and those who provide support such as common criminals, militias and death squads), the refinement of war strategies; selective and indiscriminate massacres, terrorism, kidnapping, extortion, the military and political use of the civil population,  and forced displacement – all these elements sustain  national and international practices and discourses which focus the problem on the state and its political and public dimension.

Over the past two decades, violence has led to the loss of 2,500 years of life in Colombia, and has been the primary cause of mortality in the country since the 1980s. Risks and vulnerability to violence are greater among those between the ages of 15 and 35. Violence is a public and mental health problem with profound implications for present and future generations.

Within this complex situation in Colombia, another battle is being fought, in another scenario marked by destructive relationships and actions, which overtly or indirectly violate rights and deny human dignity – family violence.

According to data obtained from Forensic Medicine, CINEP, the Office of the Ombudsman and other institutions, 8% of violent deaths in Colombia are associated with armed conflict, while the remaining 92% are associated with citizen insecurity and everyday violence.

Despite these figures, state investment and attention continue to focus on public forms of violence, relegating family violence to a position of lesser importance, in the social field and on the agenda of the Office of the First Lady. This could be due to the fact that family violence is associated with private, domestic, personal spheres. This characteristic makes it even more complex, as it is camouflaged and rendered “invisible” to the priorities on the agendas of the state, presidential summits and peace accords.

There are political and cultural reasons for this unequal treatment. While armed conflict and social insecurity call into question the legitimacy and effectiveness of the state in controlling society, family violence is viewed as a closed-door matter: one of secrets, privacy and hidden impunities, within a perverse context where rights are assigned in a hierarchical manner based on kinship, gender and generational status. The existence of family violence does not erode the structure of the state, which is above individual and interpersonal circumstances.

Nevertheless, progress has been made in addressing family violence. A legal framework has been established on the subject (Law 294 of 1996 and Law 575 of 2000), institutional spaces such as family commissions, houses of justice and family courts are being set up, and mechanisms such as equitable conflict resolution are being developed.

While all this is necessary, it is not enough: if the state’s concern is public order, exercise of citizenship and respect for human rights, then this cannot continue as a public matter or as the regulation of social interactions that are outside the private, personal realm. This prompts us to ask: Where do universal human rights begin? In small places close to the home, places so small and close that they cannot be seen on any map. And yet they are the world of the individual. These are the places in which every man, women and child seeks equality before the law, equal opportunities, equal treatment with dignity and free of discrimination. As stated by Eleanor Roosevelt and cited by Celina Romany, unless these rights have a meaning in that space, they will have very little meaning anywhere else.

FAMILY VIOLENCE IN COLOMBIA: NEW QUESTIONS

When we speak of family violence in Colombia, several reactions emerge. First, there are expressions of amazement, statements about the breakdown of moral values, and ideological and emotional ideas that project outward, viewing it as “something that happens to the poor and uneducated.” Then, there are demands that the state pay more attention to the issue, with programs for assistance, prevention and promotion as required by its institutional and political nuances. And finally, there is the suggestion that family violence is not a set of individual or circumstantial events, but rather something that comes from structural, structuring, circumstantial processes of a social and family order that is based on relationships of power and domination, marking or hindering comprehensive, dignified human development.

These three elements converge in the concept of the family, showing that the position occupied by the family in the cultural and symbolic order of society, as a sphere of intense, private emotionality, a social network of cooperation and reciprocity, and a space of protection and security, is also a space with tensions, contradictions, conflicts and acts of violence.

According to data provided by Constanza Ardila and Rocío Castro, the national demographic and health survey (ENDS-2000 Profamilia Bogotá) states the following:

Regarding physical violence: 41% of women reported that they had undergone physical abuse at the hands of their partners; 11% stated that they had been raped by their partners; 42% stated that their partners had punished their children by striking them; and 53% of women acknowledged physical punishment as a necessary strategy in child rearing. Regarding psychological violence: 65% of women accepted the control exerted over them by their husbands and the impediments that the husbands imposed on the women’s interaction with peers and relatives; 26% of situations of verbal violence and destruction of self-esteem came in the form of disrespectful words.

In addition, UNICEF estimates that 2 million children are abused in Colombian homes every year, and 876,000 of them undergo severe, extreme abuse. In 38% of families, there is a strong presence of child abuse, especially in rural areas. However, children are not just direct victims of family violence; they are also passive spectators of spousal violence between mothers and fathers or other relatives.

According to 2003 Forensic Medicine data, there were 69,681 cases of family violence, including 10,918 cases of child abuse, 41,320 cases of spousal abuse, and 17,443 cases of abuse by other relatives. There were also 11,790 court decisions handed down on cases of sexual abuse, of which 56% involved children under 14.

The Colombian Institute for Family Welfare (ICBF) acknowledged that there are 52,000 children under some form of protection due to family maltreatment and abuse. There are approximately 25,000 children involved in the illegal sex trade, 30,000 children living on the streets, and more than 1.5 million children engaged in high-risk labor.

The situation of children is a fundamental point of reference in the dynamic of the war and armed conflict in Colombia. According to information provided by the Office of the Ombudsman, there have been reports of the perverse incorporation of children into armed confrontations since 1997; in April 2004, Human Rights announced that approximately 11,000 children were involved in both para-state and counter-state forces. One of the central concerns on the institutional agenda, for the state as well as the Public Prosecutor’s Office and international agencies, is the removal of some 7,000 children from these groups and the care that they should receive.

In this context, questions arise regarding the conditions and quality of life of groups such as children, with a view to measuring the process of structuring of social capital that the country requires in order to guarantee sustainable human and social development. Priorities should include not only analyzing the implications and effects of war and armed conflict on children, but also looking at proposals for minimizing this problem – a problem that greatly worsens the vulnerability and violation of dignity and human rights, both present and future.

When we address the everyday lives of children, we find that the frame of reference is the family dynamic and the relationships and ties that give consistency to children’s life plans. 

Here, the family is the arena where possibilities for human formation can be guaranteed or impeded. Its recognition as a vital experience through action or omission cuts across the multiple biographies of social actors. As suggested by Mary McIntosh and Michel Barret (1992), almost all human beings are born into a family, and when this does not occur, the state and society emulate the family experience through placement in institutional spaces of protection.

The family’s intense and profound emotional implications make it a strongly ideologized space, culturally imposed as “the paradise of love, protection and safety,” which paradoxically clashes with the other reality of “the hell of abandonment, neglect and denial of human rights.”

But these two faces of the family cannot be viewed in a polarized or dichotomous manner, as they follow the cultural framework assigned to it, on real and symbolic levels. It is part of the institutionalization of behavior: control and regulation of sexuality, care and protection of new and old generations, and the first points of reference for building identities and subjectivities.

With this perspective, it is important to outline routes for analysis that seek to establish the relationship between family violence and the obstacles to the comprehensive development of children as members of the family.

Family violence is a process that configures a destructive dynamic of interaction within the family group, resulting from a hierarchical system of power and domination that determines and justifies exclusion of its members according to parental roles, gender and generation.

Understanding family violence requires a differentiation of subjects, their relations and the ties that bind them. Spousal violence, parent-child violence, violence among siblings and among members of the extended family are all part of specific logics and contain their own meanings that come from their structure. The dominant patriarchal culture excludes subjects according to kinship, gender and generational status, establishes interaction based on domination, subordination, respect and obedience, and legitimizes methods of control, regulation and punishment when this order is subverted.

Violent family dynamics are concealed by a confusion of temporalities, intermingling destructive acts with expressions of affection, promises for change, requests to forgive and forget, and circularity of victimization.

One of the characteristics that make family violence more complex is the meaning of family coexistence and fulfillment of the duties that comprise the roles of the members of the family. Pressure for harmony and tolerance and acceptance of the mandate of the family unit sustain the cycle of violence (tension, explosion, minimization by downplaying its importance, forgiving and forgetting, promises not to do it again). This is followed by a period of serenity, and then the cycle begins again.

What connects these different temporalities is the circularity of victimization in the establishment of ties without boundaries, shifting of blame, or placement of responsibility for change on the most vulnerable persons. In other words, it is an expression of the Stockholm syndrome, demonstrating violent symbiosis.

Hidden and overt physical, verbal, psychological and sexual methods are used to carry out the destructive behavior that characterizes family violence
Violence as a mechanism of control and regulation of family relations seeks to domesticate bodies or deny them the option of their own autonomy and independence. Although several strategies are used, the point of departure for its effectiveness comes from asymmetrical relations that expose, direct and manipulate the vulnerability of one or more members of the family in a position of subordination and domination. This vulnerability is constructed in the processes of socialization of identity that occur in the family and in the social and cultural context.

Family violence is based on processes that justify it as a means to an end 

The dynamics of family violence include a method for ensuring sustainability. As argued by María Cristina Maldonado, the violent act is surrounded by a mixture of blame and apologies, judgments of responsibility and defenses that influence the development of a high level of acceptance of violence, or which minimize the violent act so much that it goes unpunished (1997:134).

These justifications are also intermingled in a separation or confused relation between rights and duties as dimensions inherent to human life and social interaction. Violence is used as a right and obligation of the person in the position of power and domination, which the others are obligated to accept. Thus, rights and duties also have a perverse side of violence.

Family violence is characterized by camouflage and concealment

Despite the picture of the situation as shown by institutional figures and reports, we must acknowledge the under-reporting, camouflage and concealment of the reality of family violence. The same cultural pressures to create idealized images of family, sustained by a system that mandates obedience, cooperation, responsibility and solidarity, also show a dark side: the family sphere becomes a deceitful context where perverse means are used to conceal demands for fulfillment of rights and obligations, which, instead of contributing to the formation of human dignity, undermines and violates fundamental rights.

In addition, this enhances impunity, which hinders or limits the action of justice and worsens its dynamic by trapping it into a logic of threats or the perverse cycle of repetition of violent acts.

VIOLENCE VS. EXERCISE OF AUTHORITY 

It is important to make a distinction between family violence and adults' right to correct their children's behavior in the process of upbringing and socialization. Parents hold the primary responsibility of imparting rules and punishments in accordance with the life cycle of the family. However, the manner in which this is done must be examined, since it has traditionally been associated with physical and emotional violence, principally for women and children. 

As it is a space in which ties are established and attitudes and behaviors are created, the family requires standards and guidelines for coexistence which encourage negotiation, acknowledgment of others, exchange of opinions, and decision-making, all in a context of respect for the development of each member of the family.

METHODOLOGY

Alternatives for intervention in situations of family violence 

We must redefine the cultural imagination regarding the family. We must foster other types of socialization as well as family and social coexistence, legitimizing stronger limitations on the violent exercise of power. We must also learn, with all the difficulties involved, how to create a family life where conflict does play a role, but violence hopefully does not.

This means acknowledging each member of the family as a person with rights and responsibilities in the processes of education, promotion and prevention. This will impact and nourish parent-child relationships as well as the relationships between siblings and between spouses.

These processes will open the door to new transformations and changes in beliefs, thinking, attitudes and behavior which are deeply rooted in a traditionally patriarchal culture.

This is not easy, and could have a somewhat rhetorical flavor. But we must begin by recognizing human rights as a comprehensive exercise of the human condition, which cannot be limited to the exercise of citizenship understood as action in the public sphere. The family cannot continue to be relegated to the personal sphere and accorded lesser importance; it must be given public status as a space for citizen formation and experience, and the state must incorporate the family as a central element of development.

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
· There is a clear tendency to confuse authority with violence as the only way to correct children’s behavior: violence is seen as a means to an end.

· Family violence is camouflaged and concealed; both overt and hidden physical, verbal, psychological and sexual means are used to carry out this destructive behavior.

· Violent family dynamics are concealed by a confusion of temporalities, intermingling destructive acts with expressions of affection, promises for change, requests to forgive and forget, or blaming the victim.

· It is urgent to build, in everyday family spaces, new alternatives for coexistence that allow each family member to acknowledge others as their peers, worthy of recognition of their conditions, skills and limitations – not from an assistance-oriented perspective that views them as lacking, because this would condemn them to repeat models of social intervention that have been shown to achieve little impact.

· The educational processes carried out by the family must start by identifying the reasons why it is believed that violence is the only way of teaching and preventing behaviors that adults consider inappropriate.

· Messages sent to families as new lessons must stress the importance of the family’s educating function, and new ways of establishing ties of affection and interaction among family members.

· In caring for family relations, it is important to identify the levels of resilience developed by each member of the family as regards these ideas: “I am,” “I have” and “I can.”

· We invite public and private institutions to reflect on their interventions and interactions with communities, especially families and children, so that they may analyze what they provide, in discourse and in practice, that allows the family a range of alternatives for attaining levels of care and relationships among adults which will benefit their children. 

· We are committed to establishing support networks to work with families to build, in the most qualified and comprehensive manner, new opportunities for growth and development, from human and social perspectives. We also wish to help build new citizens who recognize the role they have to play – history begins with them and their families.
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