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Countii
 % 

Never worked in her life 42 30.0

Don’t know exactly 1 .7

Total 140 100.0
Professional 7 11.1

Informal business 3 4.8

Office worker 2 3.2

Semi-skilled worker 8 12.7

Unskilled/manual worker 41 65.1

Type of employment of partner 

Don’t know 2 3.2

Total 63 100.0

Every day or nearly every day 23 16.1

Once or twice a week 19 13.3

1 – 3 times a month 6 4.2

Occasionally, less than once a 
month 20 14.0

Does your partner consume 
alcohol? 

Never 75 52.4

Total 143 100.0
Most days 12 10.0

Weekly 21 17.5

Once a month 9 7.5

Less than once a month 12 10.0

Never 61 50.8

How often did you see your partner 
drunk? 

No response 5 4.2

Total 120 100.0
Yes 28 19.6

No 114 79.7
Does your partner smoke? 

Don’t know 1 .7

Total 143 100.0
 

 

5 MODELLING VIOLENT BEHAVIOUR 
 

5.1 Sociological perspective 
This section on modelling violent behaviour is approached in part from a 
sociological perspective, with a focus on social learning theory, and in part from 
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a psychological perspective, being informed specifically by feminist theory 
highlighting the cycle of violence, and by personality theory. 

Although there were some common characteristics of the inmates and the types 
of crimes they had committed against their respective victims, perpetrators of 
violence against women and girls are not a homogeneous group. Consequently, 
close scrutiny reveals major differences between them. This was confirmed by 
one participant – a middle-aged perpetrator of marital rape – in the Hardap 
Region focus group discussion: 

“We prisoners [who have committed violent crimes] come from different 
circumstances, and the offences, even though it was domestic violence, also 
differs.” 

The family backgrounds of the perpetrators can have a profound impact on their 
subsequent behavioural patterns. It emerged from discussions with the inmates 
that their early formative years had largely been unstable.  

First inmate 

“I am a very talkative and naughty person. I grew up with my mother and 
grandmother, and was a sick baby. I only started to walk and speak for the 
first time at the age of five years. When I was naughty, I was always spanked. 

At school I met the wrong friends; we formed gangs, were involved in fights 
and chased girls around. I met my first girlfriend when I was in Grade 5. After 
that, I stayed with friends who used alcohol, dagga and other drugs, and I also 
started using drugs. In Grade 7, I left school.  

In December 1998, I met a white man called Nameless. Me and the white man 
would take peoples’ belongings and sell them to the traditional doctors. One 
Saturday, my friend [accomplice] and I and the white man and a policeman 
spent the day together. After we became drunk one of us mentioned that we 
needed a woman. We used alcohol and drugs. After a long time, my friend 
[the accomplice], the policemen and I left for the police station. At the 
detention cells where females were kept, the policeman mentioned that the 
women were available. The cells were opened for one young girl and we told 
her that we were assisting her to escape. When she wanted to refuse to go 
with us, we forced her to go with us. The young girl was raped by my friend 
and by me. Then my friend took a big stone and threw her with the stone on 
the head.  

 

Second inmate 

I was born in 1973, but didn’t grow up with my mother, I grew up with my 
grandfather who was staying in Mariental. During that time my mother was 
working in Windhoek. She was very young, and I was alone with my 
grandfather. In 1984 I started school in Rehoboth, and in Rehoboth I made 
contact with some bad influences. When I was 14 years old, I became violent 
in the sense that I started to challenge authority. Because I was alone with 
older people there was no-one to look after me properly. My mother was not 
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around and my father only sent money. I started to become rebellious and in 
that time round about 1989 I took a train down to South Africa (at the age of 
14). In South Africa I really got mixed up with a lot of issues – okay, I became 
very naughty and was getting worse and worse. I returned to Windhoek, and 
went back to school at Ella Du Plessis, doing my Grade 8. Again I started to 
experiment with drugs and alcohol. There was no parental control, only my 
grandfather to look after me. So I started to get involved in all kinds of criminal 
activities. 

 

Third inmate 

I was born in 1979. Both my parents died when I was small, and I was brought 
up by my aunt. My aunt had been in different relationships because she was 
divorced about three times. She was a teacher at a school far from home. 
After I completed Grade 12, I also became a teacher. I was working and 
supporting the family. My aunt told me that children in the family should 
respect me. Often when they did not respect me, I became aggressive. I had 
the power to control the household and everyone was scared of me. I had a 
girlfriend. I used to punish the children whenever I wanted to go and collect my 
girlfriend [every time the aunt was not at home]. I was even beating them up 
physically. 

I was accused of raping a cousin. She said in court, “He raped me in the 
sitting room, no … no … no … it was in the bedroom.” She also said the police 
refused to let her go for a medical check-up, because she had showered 
already. But she was examined and everything was negative, i.e. her virginity 
had broken a long time ago, and there was no recent penetration, no signs of 
rape. But the Magistrate refused to believe the doctor’s report, and whenever I 
wanted to ask questions, I was told I do not have any respect and that I had 
no right whatsoever to challenge the law. 

I was sentenced to 15 years in prison. 

There was general consensus amongst the inmates that most of the crimes 
they had committed were a result of their not having had proper parental 
guidance or a stable family environment. They had grown up in very unstable 
environments, and their role models were in most cases their peers, with whom 
they felt a need to “fit in”.  

 

5.2 Socioeconomic status 
Sociologically based research into family violence investigates the occurrence 
of intimate violence within the context of the broader social fabric. In an effort to 
develop a socio-demographic profile of the abuser, the current study examined 
the relationship between violence/abuse on the one hand, and education, 
employment, marital status and age on the other.  

Finkelhor (1983), as noted by Sommer (1990), argued that all forms of family 
violence are more common in the lower socioeconomic strata (in families who 
experience unemployment and economic deprivation.) Sommer suggests that 
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the link between low socioeconomic status (SES) and partner abuse may be 
more related to this group’s inability to avoid being apprehended than their 
actual involvement in acts of violence against family members. This follows the 
suggestion of Martin (1985), and Weidman (1986) that when compared to 
middle and upper class persons, individuals coming from low SES backgrounds 
are more visible to the criminal justice system, where abuse is likely to be 
documented. Persons coming from high SES backgrounds, on the other hand, 
have the opportunity to turn to private clinicians for assistance, where 
identification and documentation are less likely to occur. As indicated by Figure 
2 below, 77% of the perpetrators are employed, but mainly performing unskilled 
labour, which implies a low SES (Figure 3).  

With regard to SES, evidence from the 2004 Namibian Labour Force Survey 
(NLFS) indicates that overall unemployment in Namibia stands at 36.7%, with a 
higher rate in the rural areas (44.7%) than in the urban areas (29%). According 
to the Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare (MLSW), while the overall 
employment ratio for those in the working age population is 37.4%, the 
employment ratio for males (45.5%) is consistently higher than that of females 
(30.5%) (MLSW 2006:29). This state of affairs can ultimately lead to the 
commission of petty crimes for survival, with severe consequences particularly 
for women and girls. A 25-year-old inmate from Hardap Prison illustrated this 
point in explaining the reasons for his incarceration: 

“My mother is a single mother who is unemployed. She could not provide me 
with the things I needed or pay for my school fees. At the age of 12, I began to 
look for things for myself. I became friends with bad guys and we broke into 
cars and snatched peoples handbags for survival. At times we even did 
housebreaking. One day, my friends (four of them) and I saw a guy and his 
girlfriend going home in the evening. We wanted to rob them then, but found 
out they had nothing. The guy was very aggressive and he was fighting to 
prevent us from hurting his girlfriend. We then beat him up, tied him and raped 
his girlfriend” 

 

Figure 2  Employment status of inmates 
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Figure 3  Occupations of inmates 
  

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

Skilled Semi-skilled Unskilled

Occupation type

Fr
eq

ue
nc

y

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
5.3 Age 
As shown in Figure 4, most of the abusers fall into the young and middle-age 
categories (40% and 50% respectively). A negative association between age 
and abuse emerges in the study. The question arises, however, whether the 
relationship between age and abuse is related to constitutional factors 
associated with youth (e.g. impulse control, heightened aggression), or to the 
perpetrator’s lack of experience (Egley 1991).  

 

Figure 4  Ages of inmates 

Young (17>30)
40%

Middle (31>45)
50%

Old (46>)
10%

 

 18



Understanding the perpetrators of violent crimes against women and girls in Namibia 

 
5.4 Educational level  
As noted by Sommer (1990), Finkelhor (1983) argues that family violence is 
more common amongst those with a low SES. This study shows that most of 
the perpetrators had either some primary or some high school education, as 
indicated in Figure 5. This limited education is not sufficient to provide them with 
the necessary skills and foundation for obtaining well-paid employment, which 
would lead to a better SES. It can therefore be argued that low levels of 
education are associated with heightened aggression and violent behaviour. 

 

Figure 5  Educational levels of inmates 
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5.5 Marital status 
It has often been argued that being married is incorrectly taken to be inversely 
related to abuse, because married couples are likely to be older than unmarried 
ones (Stets and Straus 1989). In other words, partners that are not in a 
formalised relationship may be more at risk of perpetrating abuse for reasons 
that are not related to their marital status. On the other hand, it is sometimes 
noted that a marriage license is taken to be a “hitting license” (Stets and Straus 
1989), and that this results in violence not being reported.  

The findings of the current study suggest that most of the perpetrators are 
single and cohabitating with a partner, as indicated by Figure 6. It can be 
argued that even though perpetrators are single, there is an element of inherent 
vulnerability attached to the perpetration of abuse that is not necessarily related 
to their marital status, but is rather a consequence of the persistence of 
dysfunctional modes of conflict resolution that transcends marital status. 

The results of the study also suggest that those perpetrators that are married 
believe that marriage should be “till death us do part.” There might therefore be 
reluctance to report abuse in the relationship. Furthermore, some of those 
perpetrators who were married before coming to prison committed a felony not 
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against their spouses, but against other members of society. One perpetrator 
expresses himself thus: 

“I was sentenced for an offence against my ex-lover who I slept with although I 
am not married to her, and it was her way of getting at me.” 

However, this is not to say that abuse within marriage does not occur. Another 
inmate from Hardap Prison expressed himself as follows:  

“I am actually in prison because of my wife. My wife reported me for raping 
her; I was married to her for 13 years and had four children with her. Yes, I did 
rape her. I did wrong things to correct another wrong thing. Yes, I believe it is 
possible to rape your wife.” 

The possibility of rape within a relationship is not universally recognised. 
Another inmate from Oluno Rehabilitation Centre expressed himself as follows: 

“How can you say I have committed rape if I have been with this lady for more 
than 10 years as her boyfriend? It is only when we were caught by her parents 
that she refused to recognise me and said that I had raped her. Later her 
parents reported the case to the police, and here I am.” 

 

Figure 6  Marital status  
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5.6 Family of origin 
A salient socio-demographic risk factor for the perpetration of violence against 
women and girls has been shown by family violence research to be the 
influence of an individual’s early exposure to violence within the family of origin. 
It was argued in the work of Bernard and Bernard (1983) that such children in 
most cases subsequently model specific violent behaviours of their parents in 
their own intimate relationships. 
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Social learning theory, as discussed above, focuses on learning that occurs 
within the social context. It considers not only how people learn from one 
another, but also includes observational learning, imitation and modelling 
(Ormrod 1999). Although social learning can be further elaborated to 
encompass other models, for the purposes of this study the focus is on coercive 
sexual behaviour. From a social learning perspective, male perpetrators often 
have negative expectations about the moral value of sex and willing partners, 
and they have insufficient cognitive skills to take advantage of relevant 
environmental contingencies (Hogben 1998). Furthermore, sexual criminals 
might have experienced coercive adolescent sexual behaviour or sexual abuse, 
or been exposed to their parents’ abusive relationship which included sexual 
aggression.  

 

5.6.1 Intergenerational violence 
As shown in Figure 7, 50% of inmates in the middle-age group and 52% in the 
younger age group experienced parental violence during childhood upbringing. 
Children whose mothers suffered domestic abuse, particularly physical 
violence, are more at risk of experiencing behavioural, emotional and academic 
difficulties than children whose mothers did not experience such abuse. 
Similarly, children who suffered sexual abuse within their own families when 
they were young are more likely to grow up doing the same. 

What can be concluded is that violent behaviour patters in most cases stem 
from learnt behaviour which is imposed on the relationship the perpetrator finds 
himself in. It also appears that the age at which the child is exposed to the 
violent behaviour plays an important role in partner abuse, as confirmed by the 
testimony of a 31-year-old inmate in a focus group discussion: 

“My father was never at home to be with us and he was having extramarital 
affairs with many women. He mistreated my mum and sometimes physically 
abused her. One day my father and his friends sexually abused me and at that 
time I did not know it was wrong. I grew up thinking that the only way to show 
love to someone is through sex.”  

The comments of a 23-year-old inmate from Hardap Prison are also pertinent in 
this regard: 

“I never used to understand why my father always beat my mother. He came 
home every day very drunk and he terrorised the whole house and quarrelled 
with my mother, and ended up beating her severely. There was a time when 
he almost killed her. He beat her up as usual and took a very big stone to 
smash her head, but he could not do it after I screamed.”  
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Figure 7  Exposure to parental violence by age group   

0

2

4

6

8

10

12

14

16

Low Middle age Old

Mode of violence

Fr
eq

ue
nc

y

Young
Middle
Old

 
 
5.6.2 Reaction to a violent incident 
Kaplan argued that within any intimate relationship, abusive behaviour in its 
benign forms is often considered normal – everything that happens within that 
relationship should be regarded as “normal”. Thus, when there is an incident of 
violence, it is often not regarded as violence. As indicated by Figure 8, close to 
77% of the inmates in the middle-age category tended to react violently towards 
their partners when exposed to violence and “beat her up”. The younger age 
group tends to “calm her down” in cases of a violent incident, but a violent 
reaction to violence is not totally excluded. What can be concluded is that both 
younger and middle-age groups (particularly the middle-age group) respond 
with violence when encountering violence as a means of enforcing control and 
dominance over the partner/wife.  
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Figure 8  Responses to a violent incident 
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5.6.3 Factors that contribute to violence 
It has been suggested that the consumption of alcohol is not associated only 
with incidents of family violence, but also with other forms of violent conduct 
ranging from common assault (Gerson 1978) to homicide (Chimbos 1978). In 
reviewing the literature, Hauser (1982) estimated the presence of alcohol in 
domestic assaults as ranging between 40% and 90%; Roberts (1988) pointed 
out that most research indicates that 60% to 70% of perpetrators of domestic 
violence against women do so under the influence of alcohol. Close to 90% of 
inmates in the current study agreed that alcohol consumption was the 
determining factor in committing the crime.  

As indicated in Figure 9, there is a high level of alcohol consumption the middle-
age group and the older age group (both 73%); 53% of the younger group fell 
into this category. Overall, 65% of inmates had high alcohol consumption levels.  
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Figure 9  Alcohol consumption of inmates by age groups 

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70

Young 

Middle

Old

A
ge

 g
ro

up
s

Frequency

Low
Moderate
High

 
 

Statements made by inmates also support research findings that alcohol is the 
most common contributor to violence amongst the perpetrators:  

“I was at the shebeen in Tsumeb having some drinks with my friends. After we 
had taken too much we decided to go and party at the club. While in the club 
we forcefully took the lady out of the club and we [three of them] raped her. By 
that time we did not know what we were doing and the next day the police 
arrested us and we were charged with rape.” 

Another poignant story was told by a 60-year-old inmate: 

“I used to abuse alcohol a lot when I was outside [before being imprisoned]. I 
drank every day and most times the Owambo liquor which is cheap and very 
strong. One day I was very, very drunk and I went home to sleep. When I 
arrived home I saw my neighbours’ [13-year-old] kid playing outside and I took 
her to my room and made love to her. Her mother finds me having sex with 
her daughter and she calls the police … I have accepted that I raped a young 
child and I regret what I did, I only advise people to stay away from alcohol 
because it can lead you to many things.”  

 

5.6.3.1 Theoretical basis of alcohol-related violence 
While researchers generally agree on the magnitude of the problem of alcohol-
related violence, there are fewer points of consensus concerning a theoretical 
basis for this phenomenon. Two schools of thought dominate the literature on 
alcohol abuse and alcohol dependence. One school adheres to a medical 
model, while the other school provides a psychosocial paradigm of alcohol and 
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violence. Proponents of the former believe that the pharmacological effects of 
alcohol produce physiological and cognitive responses in some individuals that 
are manifested in aggressive behaviour (Frieze and Schafer 1984; Shapiro 
1982). Examples of such responses include: increased heart rate, skin flushing, 
decreased ability to experience pain, impaired memory and reduced reaction 
time. Furthermore, the application of the medical model to alcohol-related 
violence views alcoholism as a disease, and because of this, absolves the 
alcoholic of responsibility for his or her conduct while under its influence.  

The psychosocial interpretation of alcohol-induced violence also releases the 
alcoholic perpetrator of violence from the responsibility for his or her actions. 
However, whereas the former interpretation relies upon a disease process as 
the basis for excusing violent conduct, this interpretation posits that the 
ingestion of alcohol provides individuals with a socially acceptable excuse for 
engaging in socially unacceptable behaviours. Variables derived from the 
psychosocial model combine to create an environment that provides the 
opportunity for alcohol-related violence to occur and be sustained. Because 
individuals are not held accountable for their conduct while under the influence 
of alcohol, it is thought that many get drunk so that they can behave violently. In 
this way, the consumption of alcohol is viewed as providing “time out” for 
violence (Frieze and Schafer 1984; Livingston 1986; Richardson and Campbell 
1980: Russell 1982).  

Perpetrators also hold the view that they are not responsible for their actions 
when drunk – that they “can’t control” themselves, as in the case of this inmate: 

I grew up with parents. I never went to school. When my parents died, my 
uncle took me to his farm and I stayed there for a very long time. One day I 
decided to go visit my family. There my family got a wife for me. When it was 
time to go back to the farm, my family refused: “You cannot keep on looking 
after someone’s cattle, rather stay with your wife.” Both me and my wife were 
drinking and smoking a lot. One day I saw my wife standing in the darkness 
with another man, and when they saw me the man ran away. When I asked 
her about that person, she started insulting me and shouting at me. I was 
drunk and couldn’t control myself. I started beating her until she died. I was 
arrested and brought to prison, and sentenced to 17 years. 

As noted, the theoretical perspectives have in common the notion of absolved 
responsibility for the alcoholic perpetrator of violence. The medical model 
explains alcohol-induced violence by way of internal factors (i.e. physiological 
effects), whereas the psychosocial model utilises both internal and external 
factors (i.e. attributions of blame, social attitudes toward alcohol and violence 
and cognitive effects) in its interpretation (Sommer 1990). 

 

5.6.3.2 Variables linking alcohol consumption to partner abuse 
In spite of the extensive literature on alcohol consumption as it relates to 
various forms of family violence, there remains much confusion about the 
nature of its linkage. Some of the issues in need of clarification relate to the 
following factors: the timing of drinking relative to violence; the relationship 
between the amount of alcohol consumed and violence; and the relationship 
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between alcohol consumption and violence perpetrated by women. The amount 
of alcohol consumed prior to episodes of partner abuse needs clarification. 
Kantor and Straus’s (1987) demonstration of a linear relationship between the 
amount of alcohol consumed and reports of wife abuse suggests that the more 
alcohol consumed, the greater the likelihood for abuse to occur due to the 
disinhibiting effects of alcohol on peoples’ behaviour. However, Russell (1982) 
suggests that alcohol produces paradoxical effects depending upon the 
biochemistry of its consumer, as well as upon the amount of alcohol consumed. 
Frieze and Schafer proposed a cognitive model of male and female reactions to 
alcohol. According to this model, “a drinker’s reaction will depend on the social 
context in which drinking occurs and the prior expectations of the person about 
how alcohol will affect him or her.” Because women may interpret the sensation 
of warmth associated with vasodilatation as emotional warmth and men may 
interpret the same as power, given one’s prior socialisation together with the 
right circumstances, men are more likely to react aggressively following the 
consumption of alcohol. 

My parents divorced while I was a few months old. I was then raised by my 
grandmother who was staying in the north. My grandmother passed away in 
1994, and I decided to go back to my father in Okahandja. Again I escaped 
from Okahandja and returned to Ondangwa. While in Ondangwa with no 
immediate family around, I slept on the streets, and worked during the days 
cleaning people’s yards. At that time I was 13 years of age. I decided to go 
back to Okahandja, to stay with my father, who had married again. I started 
schooling at the age of 14 years. But again I went to the north. In the north I 
decided to stay with one women who took me from the streets, and I 
continued with schooling. I dropped out of school due to long walking 
distances, and again decided to go back to my father. While back in 
Okahandja I decided to go back to school. Here I started to get involved with a 
lot of different people and started thinking about how we can make money. I 
was 18 years of age at school and started to drink, and even went drunk to 
school. At school I did not have any respect for teachers, and I frightened 
them with a knife. One day I was caught with a lady in the school toilet having 
sex, and was suspended for six months. Soon after that I became a serious 
criminal, beating people, stabbing people and stealing. Later I went to stay 
with an aunt in Otjiwarongo who got me job in a hotel. While in Otjiwarongo I 
had a distant relationship with the lady staying in Okahandja. In the meantime 
I started going out with many ladies. I was informed that my main girlfriend 
started cheating with other guys in Okahandja. She was staying in my room. I 
heard that she used to have sex in my room in my bed. This is the time when I 
was drinking a lot, especially when I had problems. I decided to pay my 
girlfriend a visit in Okahandja. I caught her cheating on me in my room. She 
did not respect me and I beat her up. After that I divorced the lady and got 
myself another one.  

After some time I was now staying in Okahandja. I met my ex-girlfriend at a 
club and we drank together. Later she asked me to escort her. We decided to 
go to sleep together. When I woke up, all my money was gone. She left for the 
police station while I was asleep and she came with the police officers. I was 
charged with rape. While in police custody, she visited me and promised to 
withdraw the case. 
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When we went to the court, she changed her mind, and I was sentenced to 15 
years. She still came to visit me in prison and she said she was jealous and 
that I should forgive her. But I refused to forgive her, while I still have 
outstanding years: “If I forgive you, then who will cancel those many 
outstanding years which I was punished with?” 

As indicated in Figure 10 below, the most commonly agreed upon cause of 
violence was alcohol abuse (90%), followed by disobedience of the partner 
(65%), financial problems (61%) and unemployment (58%).  

Alcohol and drug abuse were cited as the leading contributing factors to 
domestic violence against women and girls in Namibia. The influence of 
assumptions (perhaps culturally based) regarding “obedience” and financial 
problems related to unemployment are also significant. The relationship 
between domestic violence and other social problems is also visible. Other 
causes identified during the study include difficulties at work, the lack of food at 
home, and males not getting any sex. These social problems as they relate to 
domestic violence are ongoing, and call for a long-term in-depth study of their 
impact on Namibian society. Possible solutions to social problems such as 
domestic violence would require complex social policies, as well as attitudinal 
changes related to cultural beliefs.  
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Figure 10 Inmates’ assessment of factors contributing to partner abuse 
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5.6.4 Patterns of violence 
Figure 11 indicates that 21 % of the respondents had on several occasions 
been “mistreated” by their partners. Although this may seem to be a small 
proportion, it is nonetheless significant. Mistreatment can often take the form of 
emotional abuse that provokes physical or even sexual abuse in response. 
(“Mistreatment” is taken to include all forms of abuse, even though emotional 
abuse is not always recognised as a form of abuse in other contexts.)  
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Figure 11 Mistreatment of inmates by their partners 
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The salient aspects of social learning theory that have been discussed are 
encapsulated in the perceptions of the inmates themselves. One 33-year-old 
inmate who participated in the Walvis Bay Prison focus group discussion stated: 

“ … me and the girl were dating for the past six months, and had consensual 
sex for some time. When the girl’s mother found out about our relationship, 
she reported me for rape because she does not want me to be her daughter’s 
boyfriend.” 

Another 24-year-old inmate from Hardap Prison who had a consensual sexual 
relationship with a minor stated: 

“As my girlfriend’s family found out about our sexual relationship, they 
reported me at the police for rape … I have learnt a lesson, to first ask a 
women’s age before dating and sleeping with her.”  

Association with delinquent peers is another factor related to violent behaviour, 
especially amongst the younger participants. Older participants also recognised 
this as having applied to themselves when they were younger. Many inmates 
claimed that they had kept company with the wrong friends, and had done what 
their friends did. Some respondents were perpetrators even while they were still 
juveniles.  

A 28-year-old inmate from the Windhoek Central Prison stated: 

“I used to hang out with the wrong friends, I would want to please my friends, 
and did a lot of troublesome things. I ended up in prison, not because of the 
crime committed. My friends were involved in the rape of the women, but they 
mentioned my name as well.”  
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5.7 Family system perspective 
5.7.1 Feminist perspective 
Namibia’s political history and entrenched social values and practices of 
inequality between men and women have created an environment where 
violence against women has flourished. This type of violence has therefore 
evolved to become the embodiment of unequal power relations between men 
and women. 

Contemporary feminists such as Lang (2003) have referred to the patriarchal 
system of gendered power relations – the social organisation that structures the 
dominance of men over women in all spheres of life –in constructing a theory to 
account for violence against women. Compared with women, men, especially 
younger men, are overwhelmingly involved in all types of violence. It is mostly 
men who commit acts of personal violence against women and girls, as well as 
against other men and boys. Men are mostly implicated in other types of 
organised institutional violence, as both victims and perpetrators. In general, 
men use weapons more than women, and are imprisoned and murdered more 
than women. It is also a fact that, in general, men control more resources and 
wield more power than women (Lang 2003).  

This does not imply that being violent is a natural condition for men, nor does it 
suggest that that all men are in a position of power. Rather, it suggests that men 
are socialised to be violent, and at times are forced to resort to violence. There 
are different understandings of what it means to be a man in different cultural 
contexts. One way of bringing violence against women and girls into focus is 
through an examination of masculinities. Lang (2003) contends that 
explorations of masculinities help clarify men as gendered beings, and also help 
with the understanding of the varying ideals about manhood that inform men’s 
behaviours, and how these behaviours are related to the use of violence. 

Notions of being “a man” typically invoke dominance, or “hegemonic 
masculinities”. The questions  to be answered are: What should an ideal man 
look like, and what does society expect first and foremost of men? What are 
boys taught in schools, through the media and social institutions, in 
communities and in families regarding how they should perform and what they 
should achieve as men? Some shared characteristics of dominant masculinity 
around the world describe men as strong, the breadwinner, attractive, the 
protector and leader, the decision-maker. These characteristics apply both 
within the household and in public (Connell 1995). 

Similarly, evidence from this study reveals that the vast majority of the inmates 
understand their roles and responsibilities in society in terms of the three main 
roles of provider, protector and procreator. It is no surprise that issues of gender 
equality are seen as a problem, and indeed as a contributing factor to domestic 
violence. Most inmates, and especially those whose partners are career women 
earning more than them, perceived the gains of women through gender equity 
measures as a compromising their own privileges and infringing upon their role 
as providers. Additionally, in view of legislation enacted by Parliament since 
Independence to address discrimination against women and girls, most inmates 
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perceived women as now having more rights than men in Namibia. Sentiments 
expressed in the focus group discussion clearly illustrate this point:  

“We men are suffering. It is like we are not counted in this nation. Even when 
we are accused it is just viewed as if we are wrong. There is no justice in our 
court investigation. When you are accused by a woman, you are only lucky not 
to go to prison if the person who accused you decides to withdraw the case. 
Otherwise you are separated from your family for a long time, for something 
that you did not do. Women also do terrible things such as murder or killing a 
child, but are given only six months – this is not fair. We need to be told what 
type of question one should ask, when you are accused of a certain crime.” 

As indicated by Figure 12, close to 46% of all age groups agreed that cultural 
attributes play an important part in social upbringing. The belief was common 
that men often superimpose their beliefs on women. Le Beau (1997) argued 
that in African society, wife beating has been considered an appropriate method 
of correcting a woman’s behaviour, but that there should not be any visible 
signs of the incident. It can be argued that rapid changes taking place in social 
structure impact upon traditional values, and that domestic violence ensues 
from the discontinuation of cultural values and norms.  

 

Figure 12 Evaluation of norms underlying aggressive behaviour by age 
groups 
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The study also highlights attitudes regarding male dominance over females and 
the requirement of obedience on the part of the wife/partner towards her 
husband/lover. The dominant belief is that a man is the head of the household, 
and that this confers on him the right to exercise control over his family. 
Although he has control and power over his family, the fine line separating 
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abuse from control is frequently breached, though this is largely camouflaged by 
his belief in a culturally embedded justification of his violence. The role of 
religion in justifying male dominance of the household is also highlighted in 
Figure 12.  

It can be concluded that although some of the inmates noted that no-one has 
the right to physically abuse another person, the vast majority saw the need for 
them to discipline their partners if they were disobedient. Here, cultural values 
are dominant. It was clear that what is seen as domestic violence in one culture 
may be culturally acceptable in another. The attitude that the man is the head of 
the household and consequently has the power to dominates everyone under 
his jurisdiction, including his wife, was widespread. A 33-year-old Oshiwambo-
speaking inmate explained:  

“In my tradition, a woman is expected to respect her husband as the head of 
the household and to be very submissive. I married a Nama woman who 
comes from a different cultural background and she does not respect me, and 
would even challenge me physically. I am not used to that and in my culture 
such women must be disciplined. One day she wanted to challenge me and 
was grabbing my private parts very hard. This led me to hit her with a stick, 
and she died on the spot. It was not my intention to kill her – I was just trying 
to exert my authority.” 

 

5.7.2 The cycle of violence  
As indicated earlier, the cycle of violence is based on the notion that women in 
most cases are not constantly abused, and that their willingness to remain in an 
abusive relationship is related to the cyclical nature of the episodes of abuse. 
The first of the three stages is called the “tension-building” stage. As indicated 
in Figures 13 below, although there is an acknowledgement that women have 
the right to refuse sex, for a number of reasons this right is not enforceable. 
Views such as “She has no reason to refuse sex, I have paid lobola and have 
no obligations” illustrate the practical consequences for a woman refusing sex. 
The abusing spouse can easily become moody and short tempered, which is 
the typical prelude to violence.  
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Figure 13 Response to refusal of sex by age group 
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The second stage is called the “explosive stage”, where the male may resort to 
violence against his partner. This occurs in 56% of cases. (Refer to Figures 14 
– 16 below.) 

 

Figure 14 Actual violent behaviour 
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The most common justification given by males for violent behaviour towards 
their partners is that the partner was unfaithful (or that they suspect she was 
unfaithful); disobedience on the part of the partner is the second most common 
justification.  
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Figure 15 Justifications of violent behaviour 
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Figure 15 indicates that violent behaviour is in most cases driven by suspicion. 
Most inmates admitted that prior to resorting to violence, they insisted on 
knowing about the movements and whereabouts of their partners, or were 
suspicious that they had been unfaithful.  
 

Figure 16 Factors predisposing men to partner abuse 
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The third and final stage of the cycle of violence is called the “honeymoon 
stage”. Here the abuser shows remorse for his actions, in what is known as 
help-seeking behaviour. In most cases he approaches his friends, parents or 
other family members for help.  

 

Figure 17 Help-seeking behaviour of inmates by age 
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In an abusive relationship, there is an interchange between caring and abuse. It 
is thus cyclical in nature, though the timing of each phase is in most cases 
difficult to predict. The abused wife/partner consequently tends to stay in the 
relationship.  

 

6 PSYCHOLOGICAL CHARACTERISTICS 
 

6.1 Introduction 
The Eysenck Personality Questionnaire (EPQ) developed by Eysenck and 
Eysenck (1975) measures certain personality dimensions, namely extraversion-
introversion (E), neuroticism (N) and psychoticism (P). The EPQ is a forced-
choice 90-item instrument. The items on the EPQ are answered “yes” or “no” 
according to the applicability (or otherwise) of each item to the respondent; 
“yes” was scored as 1 and “no” was scored as 0. The Lie Scale measures the 
tendency of some subjects to fake or dissimulate. According to Eysenck (1976), 
the scale also measures a stable personality factor connected with social 
naiveté or orthodoxy. 

The typical extravert obtains a high score on the E scale. He is sociable and 
has many friends. He is fond of excitement and tends to be impulsive and to 
take chances. He jokes a lot and needs to talk to other people. The typical 
introvert, on the other hand, scores low on E, and is quiet, introspective and 
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