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Theoretical Perspectives on 
Understanding Gender-Based Violence
Jeffrey Kurebwa, Bindura University of Science Education, Zimbabwe

ABSTRACT

Thisstudyfocusesonthevarioustheoreticalperspectivesthathavebeendevelopedbyvariousscholars
tounderstandgender-basedviolence(GBV).Thesetheoriesareveryimportantastheyinfluenceon
theinterventionsthatcanbetakentoreduceGBV.Thefollowingninetheoreticalperspectiveswillbe
discussedinthisarticle:psychological,sociological,feminism,exchange,resources,stress,economic
exclusion,intersectional,andecological.Thisstudywilllookatthestrengthandweaknessesofall
thetheoreticalperspectives.
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INTRodUCTIoN

TheoriesareimportantbecausetheyinfluencetheactionschosentoaddressGenderBasedViolence
(GBV) and frame the general understanding of a social issue (Bowman, 2002; Jasinski, 2001).
UnderstandingthecausesofGBVisimportantforthosewhoseektoprevent,predict,orintervene
toaverttheoccurrenceofviolencewithinintimaterelationships(Cunningham,1998).GBVwhich
isalsotermedViolenceagainstWomen(VAW)isafieldwherethelinkbetweentheoryandpractice
hasbeenquiteexplicit(Holtzworth-Monroe&Saunders,1996).Theorydevelopmenthasproceeded
fromawiderangeofdisciplinesincludingcriminology,law,psychiatry,psychology,publichealth,
socialwork,sociology,andwomen’sstudies(Jasinksi,2001;O’Neil,1998).

definition of Gender-Based Violence
GBVisdefinedasanumbrellaconceptthatdescribes“anyformofviolenceusedtoestablish,enforce,
orperpetrategenderinequalitiesandkeepinplaceunequalgender-powerrelations.”(Fulu,Warner,
Miedemak,Jewkes,Roselli,&Lang,2013)Thisincludesintimatepartner,physical,sexual,and/
oremotionalviolence,non-partner,physicalorsexualviolence,childmarriage,andfemalegenital
cutting(FGC).GBVcutsacrosseconomicandsocialstatus,ethnicity,andgeography.GBVhasmajor
implicationsforalmosteveryaspectofhealthanddevelopmentfromaccesstoanduseofhealth
servicestoeducationalattainment,economicgrowthandfullenjoymentofhumanrights.Itisrooted
ingender-basedpowerinequalitiesandputswomenatadisadvantagebecausetheygenerallydonot
enjoythesameeconomic,politicalorsocialstatusasmen.

ThisstudyalsoadoptstheUnitedNations(UN)GeneralAssembly’s1993definitionofviolence
againstwomenas“anyactofgender-basedviolencethatresultsin,orislikelytoresultin,physical,
sexual or psychological harm or suffering to women” (United Nations, 1993). This definition’s
referenceto“gender-based”violenceisanacknowledgmentofitsoriginsingenderinequality;as
such,laws,institutions,andsocialandcommunitynormstendtotolerateandcondoneviolenceagainst
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women,helpingtoenforceit(Heise,Ellsberg,&Gottemoeller,1999;Bott,Morrison,&Ellsberg,
2005).Theanalysisoftypesandformsofviolenceexperiencedbygirlsandwomenisorganized
roughlybythelifestageinwhichtheyoccur.

VAWisdescribedintheBeijingDeclarationas“anyactofgender-basedviolencethatresults
in,orislikelyto,resultinphysical,sexualorpsychologicalharmorsufferingtowomen,including
threatsofsuchacts,coercionorarbitrarydeprivationoflibertyinpublicorprivate”(Carrillo,Connor,
Fried,Sandler&Waldorf, 2003,p.19).VAW ismainlyperpetuated throughcultural normsand
traditions,reinforcesmaledominatedpowerstructuresandsystemsthatarecommonlyreferredtoas
patriarchy.LinkedtothisassertionKilmartin&Allison(2007,p.5)clearlyshowthatitis“anyattack
directedagainsta(usuallyfemale)persondue,atleastinpart,toadisadvantagedpositionwithin
male-dominatedsocialsystems”.FurthermoreKilmartin&Allison(2007,p.5)notedthatGBVis
entrenchedinacomplicatedspider’swebof“privilege,toxicmasculinityandpatriarchy”.Thisis
evidencedbythecommonbeliefinmanyAfricansocietiesthatwomenandchildren‘belong’tomen
anddonotneedtohavecontrolanddecision-makingpowerswithinthehomeandinpublicspaces
aswell.Thesenegativepatriarchalelementsarere-enforcedbyculturalnormsandtraditionsthat
includedowryorlobolapayments.Thesefurtherweakenwomen’sabilitytobeinchargeofdecisions-
makingandtheirlivelihoods.Althoughlobolawasintendedinitsdesignasawayofstrengthening
relationsbetweenfamilieswhenmarriagehappens,ithasbeenmisinterpretedmanytimestoreflect
thatawomanhasbeensoldofftoamanandhenceisentailedtodoasinstructedbytheman.Stewart
(1992,p.159)indicatedthatoncelobolaispaidthewoman,herchildbearingandearningabilityis
entirelyownedbythehusband.InAfrica,debatesontheusefulnessoflobolahavebeenintensified
withothersarguingthatlobolamakeswomencommodities.Ontheotherhand,lobolapaymentsin
manyculturesstillremainanimportantaspectthathastohappentolegitimisemarriage.

Oneofthemainviolationsthatwomenandgirlsexperiencegloballyisrape(Carrillo,2003,
p.11).Rapeisoftentreatedasacrimeofpassionratherthanamisogynistact.Rapeandanyform
ofsexualviolenceareoftendealtwithaspersonal,privateanddomesticmatters,whichshouldbe
managedwithinthehouseholdset-up.Rapehasbeenreportedasawayofattacking,subjugating,
hurtingwomenincountrieswherecivilwarshaveragedformanyyearsforexampletheDemocratic
RepublicofCongo.InpeacefultimesinmanycountriesinAfrica,rapingofwomenandchildrenstill
occurandtheperpetratorsareneverbroughttojustice.Thisoftenpromotesacultureofsilenceas
womenandchildrenlackthevoicetoopenupandseekjusticewithinsystemsthatdonotrecognise
genderdisparities.

Violenceperpetratedagainstapersonbecauseoftheirsexandthestatustheyhaveinagiven
societyorcultureisasexistphenomenon,rootedininequalitiesthatexistsbetweenmenandwomen
aroundtheworld(Baker&Cunningham,2005).Giventhehistoricaldominanceanddiscrimination
ofwomenbymenandthedisproportionatenumberofwomenandgirlswhoarevictimsofviolence,
onegenerallyspeaksofVAW,althoughmenandboysalsoexperienceGBV,especiallysexualviolence
(UNWomen,2015;CouncilofEurope,2011;WHO,2013).TheIstanbulConventionrecognisesthat
VAWisoneofthesocialmechanismsbywhichwomenareheldinasubordinatepositiontomen
(CouncilofEurope,2011).

Theoretical Perspectives
There are various theoretical perspectives on GBV. This section discusses the main theoretical
frameworksthathavebeenusedbyvariousscholarsintryingtoexplain,understand,andproviding
interventionstoendGBV.

Psychological Perspective
Earlypsychological frameworkofGBVfocusedclearlyonpsychologicalandpsychiatric factors
(O’Leary,1993).Theassumptionwasthatoneorbothpartnershadcertainabnormalcharacteristics
thatmadethempronetoviolence.Forexample,womenwerethoughttobemasochisticandmento
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