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ABSTRACT

This article examines the widespread problem of domestic violence against women in
Nigeria, looking closely at how it appears and what causes it in states like Anambra,
which mirror bigger national patterns. The study thoroughly reviews current
research to break down the many forms of domestic violence, such as psychological,
sexual, emotional, physical, and economic abuse. It also digs into the social, religious,
historical, and cultural reasons why this violence continues. The analysis reveals
that factors like patriarchal norms, financial dependence, psychological issues, and
substance abuse all play a part. Additionally, harmful cultural practices like dowry
and early marriage, along with certain religious beliefs that support male dominance,
contribute to the problem. The study is important because it offers a full picture of
how domestic violence severely affects women's physical and mental health, their
socio-economic standing, and the well-being of future generations. It also looks at
the weaknesses in current legal systems. The article concludes that domestic violence
against women in Nigeria is a profound affront to human dignity and a serious
breach of fundamental human rights that needs a combined effort from many
different sectors. To tackle this critical issue effectively, the article suggests broad
strategies. These include strengthening legal enforcement, empowering women
financially, raising community awareness, improving healthcare and counselling
services, and making the most of the vital roles played by NGOs and religious
organizations.
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INTRODUCTION

Domestic violence against women is a global crisis, acutely felt in Nigeria, particularly in
Anambra State, where it's linked to deep socio-religious factors and wider national patterns
of gender-based violence. Often underreported due to stigma, fear, and cultural norms, this
article aims to dissect the issue. We'll explore its historical context, root causes, varied forms,
and significant impacts, focusing on how patriarchal norms, economic vulnerabilities,
psychological factors, and cultural/religious influences perpetuate abuse. The article will also
assess existing legal protections and their effectiveness, ultimately proposing comprehensive
prevention and intervention strategies. Our goal is to advocate for a multi-faceted approach
involving government, religious bodies, community leaders, and civil society to achieve a
violence-free society for women.
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HISTORICAL AND GLOBAL CONTEXT OF DOMESTIC VIOLENCE

Gender-based violence, once seen as a private family affair, is now widely recognized as a
public and legal concern. Historically, traditional gender roles often granted men authority
within the home, implicitly allowing control over women. The feminist movement of the
1960s and 70s significantly altered this view, redefining domestic violence as a systemic issue
rooted in gender inequality and patriarchal power structures. This shift led to vital legislative
changes and the creation of support systems for victims, including shelters. A prime example
is the Violence Against Women Act (VAWA) of 1994 in the United States, which allocated
federal resources to combat domestic and sexual assault (Egbekpalu, 2021). Similar laws have
been enacted worldwide, with varying degrees of success.

Recent studies have broadened the understanding of domestic violence to include same-sex
and non-binary individuals. Movements like #MeToo have crucially raised awareness of
sexual violence, exposing systemic abuse and driving cultural and legal reforms by
empowering survivors and demanding accountability (Chase, 2017). The Black Lives Matter
movement has similarly highlighted how intersecting inequalities, such as race, class, and
gender, shape the experiences of marginalized victims of violence.

In Nigeria, and specifically in Anambra State, domestic violence is significantly impacted by
historical, economic, social and cultural factors. Traditional Igbo society, like many patriarchal
communities, frequently relegated women to a secondary status, with customs granting
husbands significant authority over their wives and children. Pre-colonial dispute resolution
often prioritized family unity over the individual woman's suffering (Areh et al., 2020). The
colonial period's introduction of Western legal systems did little to challenge these norms, as
colonial authorities frequently deferred to local customs. After independence, despite legal
advancements in Nigeria to address domestic violence, enforcement, particularly in rural
areas, remained weak. Societal stigma around divorce and women's economic reliance on
their husbands further entrenched the cycle of abuse. Nevertheless, non-governmental
organizations and local activists have made progress in community education, providing
support, and advocating for stricter enforcement of protective laws (Obidile et al., 2022).

ROOT CAUSES OF DOMESTIC VIOLENCE

Gender-based violence against women is a complex issue, driven by a combination of social,
economic, psychological, and behavioural components. A thorough understanding of these
underlying causes is essential for effective intervention.

Patriarchal Norms and Gender Inequality

Patriarchal norms and gender inequality are core causes of domestic violence. In patriarchal
societies, men hold primary power, cementing gender roles that subordinate women and
normalize male dominance (Igbo & Oil, 2013). This hierarchy marginalizes women in all
aspects of life, restricting their opportunities and freedoms, and often justifying gender-based
violence and discrimination. These norms are deeply embedded in culture, religion, and
institutions, leading to systemic female marginalization. Societies with rigid gender roles and
significant inequality consistently report higher rates of domestic violence. For example,
studies show a direct link between entrenched patriarchal values and increased intimate
partner violence (Heise, 1998; United Nations, 2019).
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Economic Dependence

Economic dependence is a significant factor keeping women in abusive relationships. Women
without financial independence often feel trapped due to monetary limitations. Financial
abuse —a specific form of domestic violence —involves controlling a victim's access to money,
thereby restricting their ability to support themselves and forcing reliance on the abuser
(Sharma, 2023). Societal barriers that restrict women’s educational opportunities and
employment worsen this dependence. In many developing nations, clear gender disparities
in these areas make women especially vulnerable to abuse (United Nations Women, 2019).

Psychological Factors and Abuser Profiles

Psychological factors and specific abuser profiles are major contributors to domestic violence.
Abusers often display low self-esteem, intense jealousy, and a strong need for control. These
traits can stem from a history of experiencing or witnessing childhood violence, which
normalizes abusive behaviours (Dutton & Painter, 1993). Abusers may also struggle with
anger and stress management, using violence to control their partners. These tendencies are
often intensified by substance abuse, which diminishes restraint and heightens aggression.

Influence of Substance Abuse

Substance misuse contribute substantially to partner aggression. Alcohol and drug use can
escalate existing tensions and provoke violent outbursts. Substance abuse impairs judgment,
lowers inhibitions, and increases aggression, making violent behaviour more likely (Potegal
& Nordman, 2023). Studies consistently show a strong link between substance abuse and a
higher risk of both perpetrating and experiencing domestic violence (Bennett & Wolin, 2019).

MANIFESTATIONS OF DOMESTIC VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN
Violence against women in relationships comprises multiple types of harmful conduct, each
with distinct and devastating consequences.

Physical Harm

Physical mistreatment is the most acknowledged form of partner abuse, including acts like
hitting, slapping, punching, choking, and using weapons, all causing bodily harm. It remains
alarmingly common, resulting in injuries from bruises and fractures to life-threatening
conditions. Beyond immediate physical damage, the constant fear takes a heavy psychological
toll, leading to severe mental health issues such as depression, anxiety, and PTSD (Potter et
al., 2021). The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) consistently identifies
physical violence as a significant public health issue with widespread impacts (Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention, 2022).

Emotional & Psychological Torment

Emotional and psychological abuse, though less visible, is equally destructive. This form
includes verbal insults, manipulation, threats, and isolation, all aimed at undermining a
victim's self-esteem and mental health (Okika et al., 2023). Emotional abuse can be subtle and
insidious, making it hard to recognize. Those affected may endure persistent mental health
struggles, including depressive disorders, anxiety issues, and post-traumatic stress disorder.
Its impact can be as severe as, if not more so than, physical abuse, profoundly eroding self-
worth and autonomy (Evans, 1996).
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Sexual Violation

Sexual abuse within intimate relationships involves any unwanted or coerced sexual activity,
from unwanted touching to rape. This gravely violates personal autonomy and can cause
profound physical and psychological harm. Victims frequently experience trauma, fear, and
anxiety, compounded by shame and guilt, which can deter them from seeking help (Brown et
al., 2022). This abuse often results in long-term psychological distress and difficulty forming
healthy relationships (Campbell et al., 2002).

Financial Control

Economic exploitation involves exerting control over a victim’s economic resources to
undermine their freedom and ability to leave an abusive relationship. This might involve
preventing them from working, controlling bank accounts, or providing a restrictive
allowance. Economic abuse creates a dependency that traps victims in abusive situations due
to financial insecurity (Christy et al., 2022). It's often a major barrier to a victim's escape from
violence and achieving independence (Adams et al., 2015).

Digital Exploitation

Technological-facilitated abuse is a growing form of intimate partner violence where
perpetrators use digital tools to harass, manipulate and monitor their partner. Such abuse may
involve monitoring victims through online harassment, GPS tracking and social media.
Perpetrators may also exploit technology to distribute intimate images without consent or
manipulate online accounts and devices. The pervasive nature of digital technology makes it
a potent tool for abusers, often leaving victims feeling constantly monitored and unsafe. The
impact includes severe psychological distress, social isolation, and a profound sense of
helplessness (Woodlock, 2017).

SOCIO-CULTURAL DRIVERS OF DOMESTIC VIOLENCE
Socio-cultural attitudes and norms play a crucial role in justifying and perpetuating violence
against women in intimate relationship.

Entrenched Gender Roles

Traditional gender roles significantly contribute to domestic violence. These roles often
rigidly define men as dominant providers and protectors, and women as submissive nurturers
responsible for domestic duties. This power imbalance frequently justifies male control and
aggression. Women challenging these roles, for example, through higher education or
employment, often face abuse to reinforce their subordinate status (UNFPA, 2018).

Cultural Norms & Practices

Cultural norms and practices heavily influence the acceptance and continuation of domestic
violence. Practices like dowry, bride price, and early marriage are common and often treat
women as property, justifying violence against them. These traditions are deeply ingrained
and upheld under the guise of custom and social cohesion (Obidile et al., 2022). For instance,
in dowry-practicing communities, failure to meet demands can lead to harassment, abuse, or
even dowry deaths (UN Women, 2021). Early marriages trap young girls, increasing their
vulnerability to abuse. Furthermore, norms prioritizing male dominance perpetuate an
environment where domestic violence is tolerated, and women who resist may face severe
social ostracism or further violence.
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Religious Interpretations

Religious doctrines and teachings can profoundly impact domestic violence by either
condoning or condemning it. Some interpretations, such as certain readings of Ephesians 5:21-
33, may be used to justify hierarchical and potentially abusive relationships by emphasizing
a wife's submission (Mshweshwe, 2020). Conversely, other scriptures, like 1 Peter 3:7, which
advocates for husbands to "be considerate as you live with your wives, and treat them with
respect,” promote mutual respect and condemn abuse. Research shows interpretations
focusing on equality can protect against violence, while strict hierarchical views can increase
risk (Kim & Kim, 2018). Many religious organizations actively combat domestic violence by
promoting compassion and equality, engaging leaders to reinterpret doctrines to support
gender equality (Ghumman & Prikhodko, 2016).

Media's Portrayal & Influence

Media representation significantly shapes public perceptions of domestic violence. How it's
depicted in television, movies, news, and social media can either reinforce or challenge
harmful stereotypes. In Nollywood, films like Wives on Strike (2016) might reinforce
stereotypes by treating domestic issues as private marital problems. In contrast, The Reunion
(2018) by Genevieve Nnaji challenges these by showing the severe emotional and
psychological impacts of abuse, promoting awareness and dialogue. Sensationalized or
inaccurate portrayals perpetuate myths, while responsible coverage raises awareness,
educates, and promotes positive change by highlighting realities, giving voice to survivors,
and promoting support resources (Douglas & Walsh, 2010).

RAMIFICATIONS OF GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE
Domestic violence profoundly affects women's physical health, mental well-being, socio-
economic status, and has intergenerational consequences.

Physical Health Consequences

The physical health impacts of domestic violence are often immediate and severe. Victims risk
injuries from bruises to internal damage, leading to chronic issues like gastrointestinal
disorders, pain, and reproductive problems (World Health Organization [WHO], 2023).
Repeated trauma can weaken the immune system, increasing susceptibility to illnesses like
cardiovascular disease and diabetes (Bonomi et al., 2007).

Mental Health Implications

The mental health toll of domestic violence is deep and lasting. Victims commonly experience
depression, anxiety, PTSD, and suicidal thoughts (Devries et al., 2013). Constant fear and
trauma erode self-esteem. Depression and anxiety are particularly prevalent, with emotional
abuse and manipulation leaving women feeling isolated and hopeless.

Socio-Economic Repercussions

Domestic violence significantly impacts a woman's socio-economic status. It can severely
disrupt her ability to work, leading to absenteeism, reduced productivity, and job loss (Walby,
2004). Financial dependence on abusers often traps women, perpetuating the cycle of violence.
This lack of economic independence has long-term effects on financial stability, housing,
education, and future security.
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Intergenerational Effects
The effects of domestic violence extend to future generations. Children witnessing violence
are at higher risk for emotional, behavioural, and cognitive problems, including anxiety,
depression, aggression, and school difficulties (Chekol et al., 2023). Exposure can normalize
violent behavior, increasing the likelihood of becoming perpetrators or victims in adulthood
(Fantuzzo & Mohr, 2008).

LEGAL FRAMEWORKS AND PROTECTIONS

Legal frameworks addressing domestic violence have evolved, recognizing the need for
victim protection and support. Laws often include criminal and civil provisions like
restraining orders and mandatory arrest policies. Their effectiveness, however, depends on
implementation. Mandatory arrest can reduce repeat offenses but may also deter victims from
calling police due to fear (Sabri & Campbell, 2024).

Internationally, the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against
Women (CEDAW) (UN, 1979) is a landmark commitment. It obligates signatory countries to
eliminate discrimination, including domestic violence. Despite international agreements,
disparities in legal protection and enforcement remain challenges. Recent legal developments
focus on improving accessibility and effectiveness, such as specialized domestic violence
courts that integrate support services, increasing victim safety and satisfaction (Harrell et al.,
2002).

Moreover, technology's integration, like electronic monitoring and online restraining orders,
shows promise for victim safety. However, these innovations also raise privacy concerns and
the potential for technological abuse, requiring careful implementation (Dowling et al., 2018).

STRATEGIES FOR PREVENTING DOMESTIC VIOLENCE
A holistic approach is needed to prevent gender-based violence, addressing underlying issues
and providing support to victims.

Public Awareness & Education

Community awareness and education programs are crucial for preventing domestic violence
by fostering anti-violence attitudes and equipping individuals to respond effectively.
Research suggests interactive sessions improve behavioural attitudes and promote proactive
intervention (Abuya, 2020). These programs utilize campaigns, workshops, and materials to
shift perceptions and encourage bystander intervention (WHO, 2010).

Stronger Laws & Enforcement

Strengthening legal frameworks and law enforcement is vital for prevention. A robust legal
system protects victims, deters perpetrators, and reinforces societal norms condemning abuse.
A study by Obidile et al. (2022) found that clear laws defining domestic violence as a crime
with strict penalties reduce its prevalence. Effective implementation demands well-trained
law enforcement, responsive judicial systems, and accessible legal aid (UN Women, 2014).

Women's Economic Empowerment
Economic empowerment and financial support programs for women are critical prevention
strategies, as economic dependency limits women's ability to leave violent relationships (Ojo-
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Ebenezer, 2023). Empowering women economically significantly reduces abuse exposure and
provides self-sufficiency. Initiatives include microfinance, vocational training, and equal
employment opportunities (Kabeer, 2005).

Improved Healthcare & Counselling

Improving healthcare and counselling services is a crucial prevention strategy. Healthcare
providers are often the first contact for victims, playing a key role in identification,
intervention, and referral (Colombini et al., 2016). Counselling addresses psychological and
emotional consequences, offering trauma-informed care and building resilience. Access to
mental health professionals and support groups is essential for long-term recovery (National
Coalition Against Domestic Violence, n.d.).

Role of NGOs & Faith-Based Groups

Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) and religious bodies are significant in preventing
domestic violence. They provide crucial support, raise awareness, and advocate for policy
change. NGOs are essential for raising awareness and addressing root causes through
education and advocacy (Okeke & Anierobi, 2020). Religious bodies can use their moral
authority and community reach to challenge harmful norms, promote gender equality, and
offer safe spaces for victims (Daly & Early, 2011).

CONCLUSION

Domestic violence against women in Nigeria, especially in Anambra State, is a deeply rooted
and complex problem fuelled by socio-religious, historical, cultural, and economic factors.
This widespread violence, though often underreported due to stigma, fear, and societal
norms, has devastating physical, mental, and socio-economic impacts on women and future
generations.

Despite existing legal protections, weak enforcement, societal stigma, and victim blaming
often undermine their effectiveness. Harmful cultural practices and some religious
interpretations can normalize male dominance and violence. However, there's growing
agreement on the need for comprehensive, multi-sector interventions. Key strategies include
community awareness, stronger legal enforcement, economic empowerment for women,
improved healthcare and counselling, and leveraging NGOs and religious bodies. Effectively
tackling this human rights issue requires a concerted effort from all sectors —government,
traditional leaders, civil society, and media—to dismantle root causes, promote gender
equality, and create a society where women can live free from violence.

RECOMMENDATIONS

The paper recommends strengthening legal enforcement of domestic violence laws,
challenging harmful cultural and religious norms, implementing continuous sensitisation
programs, promoting economic empowerment for women, strengthening support services for
victims, integrating domestic violence education into curricula, and enhancing multi-sectoral
collaboration. Government agencies should ensure timely prosecution, adequate sentencing,
and visible accountability to deter future offences. Religious institutions should promote
gender equity, mutual respect, and non-violence. Economic empowerment programs should
be introduced to support women in gaining financial independence.
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