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ABSTRACT 
 
In 1995 the Human Rights Watch referred to South Africa as the “rape capital of the 
world.” Although significant attention has been given to South Africa’s rampant gender-
based violence (GBV), particularly the prevalence of stranger rape, there has been less 
focus on the more invisible and perhaps more insidious intimate partner violence (IPV). 
IPV raises particular problems within the context of South Africa’s HIV/AIDS epidemic, 
as traditional approaches to HIV prevention fail in the face of IPV. The problem of 
gender-based violence must be addressed with an understanding of societal gender norms 
and power differentials as well as in the frame of the rampant violence in South African 
society, both of which help to shape the landscape of IPV and HIV-transmission. 
Fourteen open-ended interviews with residents of the township of Cato Manor, Durban, 
KZN, South Africa, examined the intersection of socially defined gender roles and gender 
dynamics, intimate partner violence, and HIV-preventative measures. These interviews 
were subsequently analyzed using the method of close reading, examining these 
interviews as narratives surrounding experiences of IPV in order to gain a nuanced and 
holistic understanding of the phenomenon. Participants in these interviews reiterated the 
importance of placing South Africa’s intimate partner violence within the context of a 
highly patriarchal society, widespread poverty and unemployment, and traditionally 
defined gender roles and notions of gender power distribution. Yet interviews 
simultaneously presented the existence of resistant conceptions of gender roles and 
critical views towards gender inequalities, suggesting the importance of appreciating the 
diversity of social constructions and norms, and using this diversity to more effectively 
tackle the links between intimate partner violence, HIV-transmission and socially 
prescribed gender norms. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 
Introduction  

In its 1995 report on rape and domestic violence, Human Rights Watch referred to South 

Africa as the “rape capital of the world” (Jewkes & Abraham 2002). Multiple reports confirm 

that South Africa has an extraordinarily high level of rape. For example, there were 53,008 rapes 

reported to the police in South Africa in 2000, which amount to 123 women per 100,000 

population. In comparison, 81 women reported rape in Australia, 32 in the US, and 16 in the UK, 

each per 100,000 population (Jewkes & Abraham 2002). While often considered unreliable 

because of the many factors that inhibit women from reporting the crime, such statistics still 

suggest high rates of rape and more broadly, gender-based violence, in South Africa.  

Specifically, many studies have noted South Africa’s high incidence of intimate partner 

violence (IPV). One found that 55% of women attending an antenatal clinic in Soweto reported 

experiencing physical or sexual IPV (Dunkle et al. 2004a). Another study found that almost one 

third of young men in the Eastern Cape reported perpetrating intimate partner violence (Dunkle 

et al. 2006). These studies support the observations of Human Rights Watch. Furthermore, 

multiple scholars and international actors have recently recognized intimate partner violence not 

only as a human rights violation, but also as a public health issue. These reports cite both the 

direct effects of IPV and the multiplicative interaction between this phenomenon and the South 

African HIV-epidemic (UNAIDS 2007; WHO 2010). 
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Research Question 

Given the important implications of widespread IPV in South Africa, my project explores 

individual attitudes towards this phenomenon as well as the discourses that surround these 

attitudes. More explicitly, I seek to understand how IPV is explained, accepted and normalized 

by these individuals and the community. Specifically, I will examine conceptions of IPV and its 

perceived levels of occurrence. Additionally I will explore how discourses surrounding intimate 

partner violence incorporate various explanations for IPV, including material exchange, 

vocabulary of blaming the victim, narratives of punishment, and socially prescribed gender roles.  

I will then examine how these attitudes both represent and contribute to the reproduction 

and alteration of social norms. By doing so, I hope to shed light on the mechanisms driving 

South Africa’s IPV and to present a more nuanced account of the complex interactions leading to 

this phenomenon, including the interplay among various forms of abuse. Finally, I will examine 

individual perceptions of the impact of IPV on a woman’s ability to practice HIV-preventative 

behaviors, investigating the perceived mechanisms behind this connection. 

To address these questions, I conducted a series of in depth, semi-structured interviews 

with individuals in the township of Cato Manor, Durban, South Africa. 

 
Key Terms 

Gender-Based Violence (GBV) 

According to Andersson and colleagues, gender-based violence “is a complex 

phenomenon often including a combination of physical, sexual and emotional violence and 

deprivation or neglect” (2008: 74) The United Nation’s Declaration on the Elimination of 

Violence Against Women similarly describes violence against women as 
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Any act of gender-based violence that results in, or is likely to result in, physical, 
sexual or psychological harm or suffering to women, including threats of such 
acts, coercion or arbitrary deprivation of liberty, whether occurring in public or in 
private life (1993: 116-117). 
 

These broad definitions of gender-based violence extend the term to encompass abuse in 

physical, sexual and emotional spheres, drawing specifically on the idea of unequal power 

between sexes. 

 
Intimate Partner Violence (IPV) 

As stated above, gender-based violence can permeate both a woman’s public and private 

life. In fact, the WHO claims one of the most prevalent types of gender-based violence is that 

perpetrated by a man against his wife or intimate partner, referred to as intimate partner violence 

(sometimes also called domestic abuse) (WHO, 2010). The term intimate partner violence itself 

refers to many different manifestations of abuse.  

Many researchers have focused on physical intimate partner abuse, but have increasingly 

recognized the importance of emotional and sexual abuse (Ellsberg & Heise 2005). Sexual 

intimate partner violence is broadly defined as any action by the more powerful partner which 

“uses force, coercion, or psychological intimidation” in order to get the less powerful partner to 

participate in a sexual act (Ellsberg & Heise 2005).  Recent research has highlighted the 

importance of other less recognized forms of violence that limit a woman’s power and control 

over her own life, including economic or financial abuse (Ellsberg & Heise 2005).  

In reality, however, these different forms of intimate partner violence are often difficult 

to isolate in a woman’s life (Dunkle et al. 2004b). For example, “ethnographic research on 

perceptions of violence by South African women, generally identify sexual violence by husbands 

and boyfriends to be part of an overall pattern of male control in intimate relationships” (Dunkle 
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et al. 2004b: 235). In other words, different forms of abuse often stem from similar relationship 

power dynamics and these different forms of abuse additionally interact with each other (Dunkle 

et al. 2004b). Thus it is important to keep in mind throughout this project that although we have 

attempted to independently define and identify multiple forms of IPV, different forms of abuse 

often have many overlaps and extremely blurred boundaries. 

 
Gender 

According to Ragnarsson and colleagues, gender embodies a set of roles, actions and 

ideals determined by a combination of society, culture, and biology (2008). Jewkes and Morrell 

further explain how gender differentiates between “socially defined and constructed ways of 

being a man or woman, and the power and possibilities so entailed” (2010:1).  

The literature often defines masculinity as singular and monolithic, with scholars 

defaulting to the hegemonic masculinity, or that conception of masculinity given preeminence in 

society. This hegemonic masculinity often emphasizes power, dominance and aggression, 

especially in relation to women (Morrell 2005). Yet, in reality, multiple forms of masculinity 

exist simultaneously, both in conflict and conversation with each other. Although “the 

hegemonic masculinity is celebrated, presented as an ideal and invested with power…the 

hegemonic form has to be constantly struggled for and is subject to challenge” (Morrell 2005: 

207). 

Similarly, the literature defines femininity as singular, defaulting to a hegemonic 

femininity. This dominant conception of female sexuality places stringent limitations on a 

woman’s ability to protect herself because women are expected to be pure and lacking in sexual 

experience (MacPhail & Campbell, 2001). This normative femininity actually opposes a 

woman’s sexual safety, as it emphasizes female “sexual disempowerment” and reinforces 
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hegemonic masculinities of male control and dominance (Reddy and Dunne 2007: 165-168). 

Like hegemonic masculinity, however, this normative femininity is far from monolithic with 

simultaneous counter definitions challenging this dominant form (Jewkes & Morrell 2010).  

Hegemonic notions of masculinity and femininity are mutually reinforcing, creating a 

duality of gender identity and entrenching gender inequality. Yet these hegemonic definitions are 

not the only existing constructions of gender (Reddy & Dunne 2007). In fact, Reddy and Dunne 

suggest that focusing on alternative conceptualizations of gender and how they challenge 

hegemonic masculinity and femininity could lead to “reconfigured identities that ensure sexual 

safety” (2007: 160). Given the centrality of gender constructions in IPV perpetration, such 

gender reform and reconfigurement could play an essential role in developing effective 

interventions to address the phenomenon. Thus, examining and recognizing the multiple 

constructions of gender as well as the contention that exists around these concepts is a valuable 

exercise and could lead to useful tools for intervention. 

 
Literature Review 

The literature has widely researched and investigated the prevalence and causes of IPV, 

presenting several different approaches and explanations. The Socioeconomic Status approach 

focuses on the impact of socioeconomic status and material conditions on the occurrence of IPV. 

The Gender Role Norms and Masculinity approach turns to the subject of social norms, 

specifically focusing on definitions of masculinity and male sexuality. This approach fleshes out 

the Socioeconomic Status literature by examining how gender norms and socioeconomic context 

interact. Finally, the Contextual Understanding/Social Context literature focuses on individuals’ 

narratives and perceptions of intimate partner violence. This approach uses factors such as 

socioeconomic status and constructions of gender and sexuality as a lens through which 
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community members experience violence and conceive of its causes. Thus this final strand 

allows for a more contextual and nuanced understanding of IPV perpetration and victimization. It 

is to these approaches that I will now turn.  

 
Socioeconomic Context 

 A substantial number of scholars have attempted to determine whether and, if so, how, 

intimate partner violence is linked to socioeconomic status (SES). One group of scholars has 

focused on the impact of male SES on IPV perpetration. Some of these scholars have found a 

positive relationship between a man’s socioeconomic status and his perpetration of sexual IPV, 

both in South Africa (Jewkes et al. 2006) and elsewhere (Duvvury et al. 2002). They explain this 

link by postulating that men ascribe a heightened sense of sexual entitlement to their increased 

status (Jewkes et al. 2006; Duvvury et al. 2002). Yet in an apparent contradiction, Duvvury and 

colleagues (2002) find a negative relationship between a man’s socioeconomic status and his 

likelihood to commit physical intimate partner violence (as opposed to the sexual form). 

Scholars have hypothesized a number of mechanisms to explain this negative relationship 

between a man’s SES and his perpetration of physical IPV. All of these scholars situate their 

work within the US (Goode 1970; Bourgois 1996; Gelles 1974). Gelles, for example, suggests 

that the connection between increased IPV and decreased SES is mediated through stress. He 

continues to explain that poverty leads to stress and poorer men have fewer resources to deal 

with this stress (1974). Gelles argues that poverty creates both a generalized type of stress and 

also a more specific stress surrounding men’s inability to achieve successful masculinity, which 

is dependent on economic achievement. He claims that this form of stress can itself result in IPV 

(1974).  
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Bourgois takes this argument further, arguing that the disconnect between the social ideal 

of the man as the financial provider of the household and the contrary economic reality result in 

the reconstruction of the ideal masculinity. This newly defined successful masculinity includes 

misogynistic attitudes and actions (such as IPV), sexual entitlement, substance abuse and 

involvement in the underground economy (Bourgois 1996). Bourgois’ argument has important 

implications in South Africa’s changing political, economic and social context, and is 

particularly prescient in an examination of masculinity within this broader context.  In fact, we 

will later see how Bourgois’ findings are echoed in Hunter’s work from South Africa (1996). 

 Other scholars have examined the link between a woman’s socioeconomic status and her 

risk for IPV victimization, with indeterminate conclusions (Jewkes 2002, Koenig et al. 2003). 

Jewkes looks specifically at educational levels for South African women, finding an upside down 

U-shaped relation between education and IPV – increased protection from this violence at both 

very low and very high levels of education (2002). Jewkes explains her findings by suggesting 

that a small increase in a woman’s educational level leads to an increase in her transgression of 

certain traditional gender norms (2002). Yet these transgressions occur in a context without any 

corresponding change in gender role ideologies, thereby increasing a woman’s risk of IPV 

victimization (Jewkes 2002). Jewkes’ findings highlight the importance of contextualizing our 

examination of SES and IPV within the society at large (2002). 

 Another segment of the SES literature looks at the effect of the relative status between 

partners on intimate partner violence, yet fails to draw any firm conclusions. One study, from 

South Africa, finds no relation between the two (Jewkes & Abrahams 2002). Another study, also 

from South Africa, finds that when a man’s socioeconomic status is lower than his female 

partner’s SES, there is an increased occurrence of intimate partner violence (Jewkes 2002). 
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These findings harkens back to the idea that crises in masculine identity, presented by Gelles and 

Bourgois, may account for this link (Jewkes 2002). Ultimately, studies have not found any 

systematic relationship between the relative socioeconomic statuses of intimate partners and IPV 

occurrence. 

 Finally, other scholars deal with the issue of transactional sex in South Africa and the 

possible links between transactional sex and IPV. Dunkle and colleagues, for example, find that 

women who reported experiencing intimate partner violence in the past were also more likely to 

have engaged in transactional sex (2004a). Kaufman and Stravon further this line of study by 

examining the phenomenon of gift-giving and the specific dynamics in an exchange relationship 

that may lead to an increased risk of intimate partner violence (2004). This article notes how 

“gift giving can be associated with sexual leverage” and how gift giving and transactional sex 

can lead to a “misbalancing of sexual power” (Kaufman & Stravon 2002: 377-78).  

We see how exchange relationships might lead to sexual IPV through a heightening of 

male sexual control. Moreover, such transactional relationships also could lead to physical 

intimate partner violence when these expectations of male sexual control are not met (Kaufman 

& Stravon 2002). Hunter goes further and suggests it is essential to examine “the materiality of 

everyday sex” and move beyond simple exchange relationships (2010: 4). Hunter argues that 

intimacy is a site at which gender norms, specifically masculinity, and socioeconomic realities 

interact to reproduce and alter gender power differentials in ways that might impact the 

occurrence of IPV (2010). His work will be further explored in the following section. 

The Socioeconomic Status literature underlines the importance of both material 

constraints and social status in determining the risks of intimate partner violence perpetration and 

victimization. Additionally, this literature notes a variety of possible mechanisms linking SES 
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and intimate partner violence. These explanations almost unanimously acknowledge the 

necessity of placing this phenomenon within the broader social context and using a lens of 

societal gender norms. Furthermore, many of these authors note the centrality of gender roles, 

and the interactions between material context and gender norms, including the processes through 

which such norms are created, altered and disseminated. Yet these interactions and the form of 

these norms are not fully developed. Additionally, so far this literature has not fully addressed 

other important aspects of the IPV landscape, including the “materiality of everyday sex” and 

financial abuse. Other approaches we will investigate, however, do address these areas.  

 
Gender Role Norms, Masculinity and Femininity 

A significant segment of literature looks at gender norms and constructions of 

masculinity and femininity in order to explain the widespread phenomenon of intimate partner 

violence. This literature focuses on the South African context in particular. These scholars 

identify several main themes. For instance, they note the centrality of patriarchy in promoting 

gender inequality that privileges men (Petersen et al. 2005). These power differentials in turn can 

lead to a sense of male sexual entitlement, and contribute to the occurrence of sexual IPV 

(Petersen et al. 2005). Additionally, these scholars write that sexuality in South Africa is defined 

in a way that reinforces male control over sexual decision making, undermining the ability of 

women to negotiate sexual relations (Varga 2003). On the other hand, the dominant construction 

of femininity “embraces compliance and tolerance of violence and hurtful behavior, including 

infidelity” (Jewkes & Morrell 2010). Such hegemonic gender norms legitimize gender 

inequalities and sexual coercion and can subsequently lead to sexual IPV. They open the gate for 

other forms of intimate partner violence as well – particularly physical IPV – as a mechanism to 

enforce this male sexual entitlement and control (Wood et al. 1998). In the examination of 
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dominant gender role norms, it is important to keep in mind that counter-hegemonic 

constructions of both femininity and masculinity exist (Jewkes & Morrell 2010).  

In exploring masculinities more generally, we must be careful not to fall into the racist, 

imperialistic, or “othering” trap which defines African masculinities as innately and unvaryingly 

promiscuous, untamed and violent (Hunter 2005). These colonial constructions of masculinity, 

inherently problematic, fail to examine the broader context that shapes gender norms and 

intimacy. Through this omission, such static constructions ignore the way in which social norms 

are altered over time and space. In short, they fail to provide an accurate or complete 

representation of masculinity (Hunter 2005). 

Some of the literature on gender role norms explicitly notes the necessity of viewing 

gender constructs within the larger socioeconomic context in order to accurately explain the 

occurrence of IPV. Multiple scholars specifically highlight this contextualization in order to 

address the commodification of sex. In this phenomenon, they note the intersection of multiple 

factors, recognizing that males felt pressured by the women to provide material goods in 

exchange for sex, and that subsequently they felt they were then entitled to sex (a sentiment 

echoed by females as well) (Ragnarsson et al. 2008).  

As noted previously, Hunter’s work explicates in detail how masculinity is shaped by and 

interacts with a larger that he terms “the political economy and geography of intimacy” (2010: 

3). Hunter uses a historical lens to demonstrate how colonialism, apartheid, and neo-liberal 

economic reform have shaped intimacy and masculinity through new socioeconomic realities. 

Given these new realities, “previous expressions of manliness, notably marriage, setting up an 

independent household and becoming…a household head” are no longer tenable given both 

widespread unemployment and a steep decline in marriage rates in South Africa (2005: 389). In 
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this vacuum, as Bourgois found in his own research (1996), Hunter suggests that new 

masculinities have emerged. More specifically, according to Hunter, these masculinities 

emphasize multiple sexual partners, male relationship control, and even intimate partner violence 

as alternative expressions of male success and manliness (Hunter 2005).  

 This literature seeks to integrate socioeconomic status and constructions of masculinity to 

understand the occurrence of intimate partner violence, adding depth to the picture presented by 

the Socioeconomic Status literature. Perhaps additional nuance and detail can be added to our 

examination of IPV through a narrative approach to IPV experience, which further emphasizes 

individual context. This is the area covered in the next section of the literature review. 

 
Contextual Understandings/Social Context 

The final strand of literature is that which addresses discourses surrounding intimate 

partner violence and aims to obtain a fully contextual understanding of the phenomenon through 

a narrative approach. Much of this literature originates in the US (Sleutel 1998; Kearney 2001; 

Hamel et al. 2007; Smith et al. 1995, Wood 2004). Although there is a paucity of literature 

addressing attitudes towards and perceptions of IPV in the developing world, this is a growing 

topic of research and one gaining a foothold in South Africa in particular (Ellsberg et al. 2000; 

Wood et al. 2008; Boonzaier & de la Rey 2004). These authors use qualitative methods to gain 

an in-depth understanding of individual attitudes towards and perceptions of IPV, both 

personally and in their larger communities.  

 Ellsberg and colleagues provide a complex and textured explanation of the processes 

from which violence emerges by examining victims’ narratives of their own experiences (2002). 

These narratives showcase the interconnectedness of multiple forms of abuse and show how such 

methods can add depth to our presentations of IPV (Ellsberg et al. 2002). Wood and colleagues 
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demonstrate how a combination of material constraints, constructions of masculinities, gender 

power differentials, and the normalization of violence contribute both to the occurrence of IPV 

and to youths’ experiences and legitimization of this violence (2008). Finally, Boonzaier and de 

la Rey further complicate the story by looking at attitudes of both men and women in five violent 

heterosexual relationships (2004). They are therefore able to show similarities and differences 

between the sexes in their narratives of IPV (Boonzaier & de la Rey 2004). This article explores 

a variety of topics, such as justifications for violence, narratives of the processes leading up to 

violence, gender discourses of masculine control and feminine subservience, gendered sexuality 

and the role of socioeconomic constraints (Boonzaier & de la Rey 2004). By using individual 

narratives from both men and women, Boonzaier and de la Ray construct a more complete 

account of many aspects of IPV (2004). 

This final strand of literature highlights the rich layers we can add to our understanding 

of intimate partner violence through qualitative studies examining individuals’ attitudes towards 

and perceptions of this IPV. Such an approach allows for a multi-causal explanation of the 

phenomenon as well as one that is more context-specific. These studies demonstrate how an 

analysis of individual attitudes and perceptions allows for the integration of a variety of 

seemingly disparate factors into the discussion of intimate partner violence. 

This literature, however, is limited in several important ways. First, there is a paucity of 

research focusing on countries in the global south, as much of the work has focused on countries 

in the global north. Second, there is a trend in the literature, at least in the developing world, to 

focus on youth, since youth is a period for growth, formation of individual perceptions and 

attitudes, and socialization of norms. While this age group is important, there needs to be 



13 

attention to differences in social norms across age group and the possible attitudinal and 

behavioral change over time.  

Additionally, most of this literature limits its subjects either by sex or by experience of 

intimate partner violence, a practice with several drawbacks. By not paying attention to the 

attitudes of men and women together, the literature is unable to account for both similarities and 

differences among and across sex. This is particularly pertinent to the topic of gender roles and 

masculinity, a subject which much of the literature emphasizes. Furthermore, by limiting the 

study to individuals who have personally been victims or perpetrators of intimate partner 

violence, the variety of attitudes and perceptions is significantly narrowed, perhaps even biased. 

Once again this limitation particularly hinders the analysis of gender role norms, as it emphasizes 

hegemonic definitions of masculinity and femininity while sidelining important counter norms. 

These counter norms are also vital to understanding intimate partner violence. 

 
Literature Review: Conclusion 

All three strands of the literature discussed above contribute important perspectives in the 

study of attitudes and perceptions surrounding intimate partner violence. These strands, however, 

need to be synthesized to provide a more holistic explanation for IPV. Particular attention must 

be paid to avoid a major failure alternatively seen and recognized throughout much of the 

literature – the monolithic treatment of masculinity and the oversight of its evolutionary and 

organic nature. 

In this thesis, I will attempt to integrate the focus of each of the first two strands (the role 

of socioeconomic status and gender norms/masculinity) into my larger analysis using the lens of 

attitudes and personal narratives (presented in the contextual understanding/social context 

literature). I will examine the narratives of men and women who have and have not been directly 
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involved with IPV. By taking this approach to my analysis, I hope to create a complex and 

textured portrayal of the narratives surrounding intimate partner violence and help to answer how 

IPV has become so pervasive and accepted in South Africa. 

 
Expectations for Findings 

Based on the literature review, I expect to find several characteristics within the interview 

data. To begin with, I expect that narratives and perceptions of IPV will reflect the pervasiveness 

of the phenomenon. I surmise that conceptions of IPV will include multiple forms of abuse and 

will present these forms as both interconnected and rooted in larger relationship dynamics, 

gender norms and social context. I expect that these discourses will discuss certain specific 

explanations of IPV: issues of trust, a method of asserting control and material constraints.  

Additionally, I theorize that many of these explanations will be steeped within a context of 

gender roles and masculinity. Finally, I expect that the discourses around IPV will point to 

number of factors interacting to create the environment in which the abuse is widely experienced 

and normalized.  

 
Case Selection 

South Africa presents a unique case for studying IPV given the extremely high 

prevalence of gender-based violence seen in this country. As noted above, South Africa 

experiences one of the highest rates of gender-based violence in the world. Additionally, 

KwaZulu-Natal (KZN) province, the setting for this research project, exhibits a particularly high 

level of GBV. A 2010 survey conducted by South Africa’s Medical Research Foundation found 

that 28% of men admitted to raping a woman or a girl in KZN province (AVERT).  
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Additionally, GBV has been linked to HIV/AIDS transmission, especially in the setting 

of a hyper-endemic country such as South Africa. Again, this is of particular importance in the 

province of KwaZulu-Natal, which has the highest prevalence of HIV countrywide. A number of 

national studies corroborate this claim. For example, a 2007 South African Department of Health 

Study estimated an HIV prevalence of 37.4% among women attending antenatal clinics in the 

province. Notably, this study focuses on a sexually active, high-risk group of individuals, thus 

resulting in the alarmingly high prevalence rate seen above. The 2008 South African National 

HIV Survey found the prevalence of HIV in KZN to be 15.8%. This study, by contrast, finds a 

much lower HIV prevalence rate as it was a larger population-based measurement drawing on 

information from the entire South African population as part of a survey from a random sample 

of households nationally. Both of these statistics, however, represent the highest HIV prevalence 

rate (of each specific measurement) out of any province in South Africa (AVERT). Given the 

high rates of GBV and HIV in KZN province and the apparently symbiotic relationship between 

these two phenomena, KwaZulu-Natal presents a unique and important arena for examining IPV. 

Much of the research concerning GBV in South Africa points to the structural origins of 

this violence, namely the legacy of apartheid in South Africa and high rates of violence within 

the country (Moffet 2006; Outwater et al. 2005). Beginning with colonization and continuing 

during apartheid, both state-sponsored violence and local insurrections were everyday realities, 

and violence often presented the most obvious avenue for dealing with conflict and for gaining 

control (Jewkes and Abrahams, 2002; Outwater, et al. 2005). Moffet argues that “contemporary 

sexual violence in South Africa is fuelled by justificatory narratives that are rooted in apartheid 

practices that legitimated violence by the dominant group against the disempowered, not only in 

overtly political arenas, but in social, informal and domestic spaces” as well (2006: 129). This 



16 

legacy of apartheid is perhaps of particular relevance in KZN providence, and the township of 

Cato Manor. 

Cato Manor is an urban township on the outskirts of the coastal city of Durban in KZN 

province, seven kilometers from Durban’s central business district (Introduction to Cato Manor. 

Accessed on April 27, 2010 from Cato Manor Development Project, Overview. 

http://www.cmda.org.za/overview.htm). Cato Manor’s history is intricately tied to the apartheid 

government’s land policy. Cato Manor was a multi-racial neighborhood, with a mix of South 

Africans of Indian and African descent “who created for themselves a social space outside of the 

legal and administrative regulation of Durban’s white authorities,” (Popke 2000: 237). 

Eventually, perhaps in an attempt to exert control over the community, the apartheid government 

in Durban pronounced Cato Manor to be an illegal settlement and began forcibly removing its 

residents (Popke 2000). With the end of apartheid rule in the early 1990’s, Cato Manor became a 

site of new housing projects and planning, part of a larger urban renewal initiative (Popke 2000). 

Thus Cato Manor’s history and current geography is marked by apartheid’s violence and 

destruction. 

Levels of violence in South Africa remain elevated, with homicide rates high enough 

today to be considered a leading cause of death (Outwater et al. 2005). Although crime statistics 

are hard to come by, the Durban Metro Council noted that “the vast majority who live in 

townships or informal settlements are far more likely to be the victims of violent crimes than 

people living elsewhere” (Marx & Charlton 2003: 14). A cross-cultural study found that rape 

was more closely correlated with levels of interpersonal violence within society than with any 

other factor (Sanday 1981). Thus it seems that the presence of violence in South Africa today, 

predisposes its society to high levels of GBV, particularly rape. Finally, Cato Manor is largely 
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recognized to be a community of “low income earners,” which makes the site additionally 

attractive for research given the suggested link between socioeconomic status and violence, or 

IPV in particular (Yusuf & Allopi 2010: 416). 

 
Data and Methods 

I conducted the study through a series of in-depth interviews with residents of the 

township of Cato Manor. I conducted thirteen open-ended, qualitative interviews with residents 

of the township in the period from April 1 to April 30, 2010. These interviews ranged in length 

from twenty minutes to an hour and thirty minutes. They varied in format, from individual 

interviews to multi-participant interviews. These multi-participant interviews were analogous to 

focus group discussions, which allowed for conversations to occur between participants and 

often reflect normative understandings of issues. The group interviews had a variety of makeups, 

each with two to three participants. Some of these groups were single-sex while others were of 

mixed sex. The individual interviews, in contrast to the group interviews, allowed for an 

exploration of individual’s more personal experiences. Also, the individual helped address 

possible reporting bias that could occur in multi-participant interviews.  

I used two main methods of non-probability sampling for recruiting participants. The first 

is known as accidental sampling, where participants compose a “convenient or available or 

haphazard sample” which usually consists of “those who are nearest and most easily available,” 

(De Vos, A.S. et al. 2005: 202). I also used the method of snowball sampling, which “involves 

approaching a single case that is involved in the phenomenon to be investigated in order to gain 

information on other similar persons” (De Vos et al. 2005). I collected participants from the Cato 

Manor community using a combination of these two methods. First, I interviewed willing 

participants to whom I had access via a community gatekeeper. I then recruited additional 
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participants by referrals or suggestions from previous participants. By using a combination of 

both of these methods, I was able to broaden the participant population and find subjects who 

were willing to participate in the study and because they trusted my connection to the 

community. 

Seven of the participants were male and six of the participants were female. The 

participants ranged in age from eighteen to fifty-six. All participants were sexually active. By 

combining male and female participants, interview data could represent both similarities and 

differences across gender, adding important depth to the research. Additionally, including only 

sexually active participants allowed my research to speak specifically to issues of sexual health. 

These interviews explored the attitudes of men and women in the township towards IPV, 

paying particular attention to the role of social norms in these individual perceptions. These 

interviews also examined participants’ individual experiences of this violence. Finally, the 

interviews asked participants about the impact of intimate partner violence on the practice of 

sexual risk behaviors. These interviews were conducted in English, almost always the second 

language for the participants. Although conducting the interviews in isiZulu would have been 

preferable and perhaps would have enabled a more detailed understanding of the issues 

discussed, this was not a legitimate possibility due to limited time, material and human 

resources. I interviewed participants, obtaining informed consent before each interview began. 

Interviews were digitally recorded if I obtained the participant’s permission. Additionally, I 

provided participants with contact information for a variety of resources for victims of gender-

based violence.  

This study used a naturalistic design that attempted to avoid manipulation of the subjects 

by studying them in a more natural setting. Such studies tend to make use of qualitative study 
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designs (Ellsberg & Heise 2005: 50-51). The subject matter and aims of the study suggested 

using qualitative methods in order to obtain a more in-depth understanding of the issues being 

explored. 

The interviews followed the general guidelines laid out in the informal interview guide 

(found in the appendix). Interviews began by asking participants to define intimate partner 

violence and domestic abuse, often probing participants as to whether IPV encompassed more 

that physical abuse. The interview then moved on to look at personal experiences of intimate 

partner violence as well as community responses to this violence. The interviews subsequently 

addressed changes in the occurrence of intimate partner violence over time as well as changes in 

the community attitudes towards IPV over time. I then asked about victims’ access to resources 

to address intimate partner violence. Finally, I asked questions examining why intimate partner 

violence occurs, looking at the role of both men and women. Finally I asked about the impact of 

intimate partner violence on the ability to practice HIV-preventative behaviors. 

After the interviews were conducted, I subsequently transcribed them verbatim, with the 

interview transcripts later being used in analysis of the research. All interviews were kept with 

original wording, including grammatical errors, so as to reflect the language used by interview 

participants.  I organized the interview participant data in Excel with certain characteristics 

matched to different participants. 

I performed additional analysis using the methodology of close reading as a framework, 

with the social construction/discourse analysis as an additional guide. The basic idea of discourse 

analysis remains that “interview data…reveal[s] interpretative practices through which 

participants construct versions of actions, cognitive processes and other phenomena. The method 

does not take the individual at the principal unit of analysis, but strives to recognize cultural 
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regularities in participants’ accounts in order to examine the phenomena studied at a macro-

social level,” (Talja 2007). Further, social constructionism “views discourse about the world not 

as a reflection or map of the world but as an artifact of communal interchange,” (Gergen 1995: 

266). In other words, this theory focuses on how language and expression of thoughts are used in 

constructing the world, particularly human and social interactions, as well as on how society 

constructs reality (Gergen 1995). 

 Due to data limitations, namely the lack of language nuance and grammatical structure 

because of the language barrier confronted in the interviews, I used discourse analysis only as a 

general guide. Instead, data were primarily analyzed using a close reading methodology, 

although informed and influenced by the methodology of discourse and conversation analysis. 

The interview transcripts were divided into several major themes that emerged through 

numerous readings of the transcripts: perceptions of the occurrence of IPV; conceptions and 

definitions of IPV; causal explanations for IPV; and experiences of IPV. Each of these themes 

was then broken up into subthemes. Perceptions of the occurrence of IPV was divided into two 

categories – perceptions about the general levels of IPV within the community of Cato Manor 

and perceptions of the distribution of this violence across different ages and over time. 

Conceptions and definitions of IPV looked at multiple forms of intimate partner violence, 

physical, sexual, financial and emotional, as well as connections between each form. Within the 

general rubric of explanations for abuse, the research examines a variety of subthemes including 

anger, infidelity and a right to punish, culture, gender power, sexuality and finance. Finally, the 

theme of experiences of IPV was divided into the experiences of and reaction to IPV from 

victims, perpetrators and bystanders. Furthermore, an additional subsection examined the impact 

of IPV on a woman’s ability to practice HIV preventative behaviors. 
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Once I had divided the interview transcripts based on the above themes and subthemes, I 

then analyzed them using the aforementioned methodology of close reading. This close reading 

allowed for an examination of constructions of various concepts and definitions. Additionally, 

this approach allowed me to explore participants’ narratives surrounding IPV. Close reading 

provided me with a way in which to study perceptions of IPV and to examine how IPV is both 

widely accepted and normalized. Analyzing narratives of experiences of IPV as a whole, as well 

as the stories which were constructed around intimate partner violence, allowed for a more 

holistic picture of IPV from each participant, replete with multiple causal links firmly situated in 

the larger societal context. 

 
Limitations 

It is important to keep in mind the limitations of this thesis. The interview data and 

analysis is aimed at understanding participants’ perceptions of and attitudes towards a variety of 

characteristics of IPV. In examining the narratives constructed around IPV, this thesis does not 

attempt to measure prevalence of the phenomenon nor does it look at the correlation between 

possible risk factors and the occurrence of IPV. Rather, this thesis tries to gain a larger 

understanding of how the phenomenon is conceptualized, accepted and rationalized in the 

community, and to examine the possible implications of these perceptions. Additionally, this 

thesis is not meant to find solutions for combating the occurrence of IPV, but instead aims to 

suggest additional areas of research for such endeavors, informed by the narrative processes 

explored in this project. 
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CHAPTER 2: BACKGROUND 

GBV: From an International Stage to the South African Arena 

Gender-based violence increasingly has been recognized on the international stage as a 

major human rights violation, underlining the need to address its causes and solutions. The UN 

highlighted this issue in its “Declaration of the Elimination of Violence Against Women,” which 

emphasized how GBV “constitutes a violation of the rights and fundamental freedoms of 

women” (UN 1993). Additionally, this declaration 

Recogniz[ed] that violence against women is a manifestation of 
historically unequal power relationships between men and women, 
which have led to domination over and discrimination against 
women by men and to the prevention of the full advancement of 
women (UN 1993). 
 

South Africa has similarly recognized that GBV is central to any discussion of human 

rights, and of women’s rights more specifically. In fact, the post-apartheid South African 

Constitution of 1996, one of the most liberal of any democracy in its pronouncements regarding 

human rights, enshrined equality for all South Africans; the constitution specifically decried 

discrimination based on a variety of characteristics, including gender (Bill of Rights, South Africa 

–Chapter 2).  Furthermore, the South African Bill of Rights explicitly noted the right of 

“freedom and security of the person,” including freedom from psychological harm and violence, 

as well as “the right to bodily and psychological integrity,” even specifically outlining the right 

to reproductive control (Bill of Rights, South Africa – Chapter 2). Additionally, South Africa 

passed Domestic Violence Act 116 in 1999, addressing issues of gender-based violence and 

violence against women directly (Outwater et al. 2005). Yet “although all…policy and legal 

changes are important, they are ineffective if the enabling environment at the community level 

for the implementation of change is not present” (Outwater et al. 2005: 138). As such, the rights 
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for women and the equality of gender espoused by the law of South Africa have failed to 

translate into material advancement for the everyday lives of many South African women, a 

failure particularly evident in the country’s current rate of violence against women and the 

feminization of the HIV/AIDS epidemic (Moffett 2006).  

As previously noted, Human Rights Watch named South Africa the “rape capital of the 

world,” in its report on rape and domestic violence in 1995 (Jewkes & Abrahams 2002: 1231) 

Furthermore, Human Rights Watch separately has claimed that “the highest per capita figures for 

rape for a country not at war have been recorded,” in South Africa (Wood et al. 1998). This 

claim is buttressed by multiple measurements and studies similarly suggesting an extremely high 

prevalence of gender-based violence in South Africa. For example, the University of KwaZulu-

Natal’s Gender Violence Website cites that, “a woman is raped every twenty-six seconds” and 

“one in two women [in South Africa] have a chance of being raped in their lifetime,” (What the 

stats say: What’s actually Happening in our country). And, as previously noted, cases of rapes 

reported to the police per 100,000 people in 2000 were substantially higher in South Africa than 

in Australia, the US or the UK; in fact similar statistics from 1996 find South Africa to have the 

highest cases of rape reported to the police per 100,000 people out of 89 Interpol member 

countries (Jewkes & Abrahams 2002; Outwater et al. 2005).   

Furthermore, this high rate of gender-based violence appears to extend to rates of 

intimate partner violence as well, as evidenced by multiple studies. One study found that 55% of 

female respondents attending an antenatal clinic in Soweto reported experiencing physical or 

sexual intimate partner violence (Dunkle et al. 2004a). Additionally, pregnant women in Soweto 

reported economic/financial abuse, emotional abuse, physical abuse and sexual abuse with an 

intimate partner at rates of 13.7%, 67.5%, 50.4%, and 20.1% respectively (Dunkle et al. 2003). 
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Finally, a study in the Eastern Cape found almost one third of young men reporting that they had 

perpetrated intimate partner violence, with 71.9% of these reporting using only physical 

violence, 11.3% reporting sexual violence only, and 16.8% reporting using both physical and 

sexual violence (Dunkle et al. 2006). These alarmingly high measures of GBV and IPV in South 

Africa are of particular urgency given not only the human rights implications abuse but also the 

ramifications of such violence for women’s health. 

 
IPV as a Health Issue: The Connection between HIV/AIDS and IPV 

International actors such as UNICEF increasingly have recognized gender-based violence 

as a public health issue and by doing so, have helped catapult it into the limelight both 

internationally and within South Africa (UNAIDS 2007). Ann Coker, in fact, comments that, 

“intimate partner violence is widely recognized as one of the leading causes of poor health, 

disability and death among reproductive-age women,” (2007). The WHO also has pointed to the 

role of intimate partner violence in determining a woman’s sexual health and wellbeing. The 

WHO specifically has noted the impact of IPV on a victim’s reproductive health and the 

increased risk of HIV infection seen among IPV victims (Chapter 4: Violence by Intimate 

Partners, WHO 2010). As we shall see, this link between IPV and HIV/AIDS transmission is 

especially notable and important in light of the high prevalence of HIV/AIDS in South Africa 

and even more specifically in KwaZulu-Natal Province. 

In fact, UNAIDS found that as of 2008, 5.7 million people in South Africa were HIV-

positive, including 3.2 million women and almost 300,000 children (UNAIDS 2007). According 

to the 2008 South African National HIV Survey, 16.9% of the population between the ages of 15 

and 49 were estimated to be living with HIV (AVERT: HIV and AIDS in South Africa). This 

same survey found that the province of KwaZulu-Natal exhibited one of the highest levels of 
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HIV in the country at 15.8% among the population two years and older (AVERT: HIV and AIDS 

in South Africa ). In 2008, 39% of women seeking antenatal care in clinics throughout the 

province were found to be HIV-positive (Hunter 2010).  

When HIV/AIDS first came to the world’s attention, it was viewed as a disease almost 

exclusively affecting men. Today, however, women shoulder an increasing burden from the 

disease, and in the developing world, infection rates for women have surpassed those for men. 

As of 2007, for example, 6.9% of females in sub-Saharan Africa were infected with HIV, 

compared to 2.3% of males (UNAIDS 2007). Overall, 57% of adults in sub-Saharan Africa 

living with HIV are women (Kim & Watts 2005). In southern Africa, there are as many as two 

infected women for every infected man within the 15-24 year age group (UNAIDS 2007). In 

South Africa more specifically, there is a higher rate of HIV infection among women than among 

men across all age groups (Kalichman & Simbayi, L.C. 2004), with a study in 2005 reporting 

that 13.3% of women and 8.2% of men over the age of two were infected with HIV (Hunter 

2010). A 2005 survey found that in the province of KwaZulu-Natal, HIV prevalence was 13.8% 

for men and 18.5% for women (HIV and AIDS Strategy for the Province of KwaZulu-Natal: 

2006-2010; 2006). The feminization of HIV/AIDS has been fueled by a complex interplay 

among biology, structural violence, gender inequality, societal gender roles, and gender-based 

violence (GBV), leading to a complicated web of transmission. Moreover, this suggests that 

intimate partner violence represents an essential piece to be understood and addressed in order to 

successfully curtail both the South African and the international HIV epidemic. 

Given the high rates of both GBV and HIV/AIDS in South Africa, it is important to 

understand links and interactions between these two epidemics. As previously noted, this link is 

both complicated and multidirectional. Research points to a link between a positive sero-status 
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(being HIV-positive) and gender-based violence, especially in the context of disclosing one’s 

HIV status to a partner (Maman et al. 2000). Robust data supports the conclusion that women 

with a history of gender-based violence bear an increased risk of HIV infection. There have been 

several explanations offered for this connection. Gender-based violence can result directly in 

“blunt physical trauma,” which in turn increase one’s risk for STI and HIV transmission (Coker 

2007). A history of childhood assault has been correlated to subsequent high-risk sexual 

behavior, and women who have experienced child sexual assault may be more likely to enter into 

abusive relationships later (Maman et al. 2000). Finally, many studies have suggested that 

intimate partner violence in particular can lead to the loss of power for women in sexual 

relationships and can reinforce existing societal gender norms, which in turn decrease the ability 

of women to negotiate HIV-preventative behaviors (Maman et al. 2000).   

Several studies have considered how intimate partner violence impacts risky sexual 

behaviors and the use of HIV preventative measures.  In one study, adolescent Zulu women cited 

fear of abuse as one of the main reasons not to resist sex or insist on condom use (Varga 2003).  

In fact, participants in this same study reported that refusing sex with a regular partner (in this 

case, a boyfriend) almost always resulted in violence and physical coercion. Furthermore, 

women suggesting condom use often faced accusations of infidelity, another common trigger of 

intimate partner abuse (Varga 2003). These findings were echoed in a study that found intimate 

partner violence to be triggered by the female refusing sex or attempting to end the relationship 

(Wood & Jewkes 1997). One young woman reported continuing to engage in sex because “‘he 

beats me up so badly I regret I said no in the first place’” (Wood & Jewkes 1997). According to a 

review of fifty published articles, physical intimate partner violence is correlated with multiple 

concurrent partners, inconsistent condom use and a general increase in STI (including HIV) 
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transmission. The reviewer comes to the conclusion that “IPV victimization [is] associated with 

sexual risk taking of a woman or her partner” (Coker 2007:170).   

These dual epidemics of gender-based violence and HIV work in a complex symbiotic 

relationship, which is not surprising when one considers that they stem from similar structural 

and societal factors. Perhaps the most important underlying similarity between these two 

afflictions lies in the shared importance of gender power imbalances and socially defined gender 

roles in driving each epidemic. The multifarious connection between gender-based violence and 

HIV, combined with their common roots, suggests that these epidemics can be attacked most 

effectively if they are addressed in tandem, and targeting women’s control over their own sexual 

well being and their practice HIV-preventative behaviors (Gupta 2008; Maman et al. 2000). 

Thus, the backdrop of the HIV/AIDS epidemic in South Africa underlines the importance of 

examining IPV and the underlying gender roles and inequalities, which perhaps both cause and 

are buttressed by IPV. 

 
Why Development?  

 As we have seen, GBV, and more specifically, IPV, have been presented as both a 

women’s rights and a public health issue. These categorizations are important, not only in their 

own right, but because they point to some of the direct implications of IPV. More specifically, 

they suggest that IPV is an issue that has significant implications for social and economic 

development, which is pertinent not only to South Africa, but also easily extendable to numerous 

countries around the developing world. 

 We have seen that IPV has important ramifications in the field of public health, and is 

especially harmful for women’s health. Given this reality – namely the poor health outcomes and 

public health issues linked to and resulting from IPV, we can see how intimate partner violence 
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is linked to development. As Amartya Sen claims, “Surely the enhancement of the health of the 

people must be accepted more or less universally to be a major object of the process of 

development” (1999: 619). Sen goes on to explore the complexities of the relationship between 

health and development and to question how the goal of improved public health fits into the 

larger framework of economic and social development; As he asks it, does a country’s economic 

development and an increase in GDP per capita lead to higher levels of general population 

health, or is the causality reversed?  

Although Sen recognizes the limits of the link between economic development and health 

advancement, specifically when viewed within different public policy contexts, he also 

underlines that “economic development cannot be treated as an end in itself” (1999: 620). Rather 

economic development must be seen as a means for achieving freedom and that “among the most 

important freedoms we can have is the freedom from avoidable ill-health and from escapable 

mortality” (Sen 1999: 620). Thus, by a combination of arguments – that health improvement and 

economic development are mutually supportive processes; that health in and of itself constitutes 

an important benchmark for development; and that development is a tool for achieving freedom, 

a right that includes protection from ill-health and disease – Sen contends that health is in many 

ways inextricable from development. By extension, I would argue as well, that combating 

intimate partner violence given its important health implications is an essential tool for and goal 

of development. 
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CHAPTER 3: Definitions of IPV & Perceptions of Levels of Occurrence 
 
Introduction 

This chapter turns to the interview data in an attempt to explore two main expectations. 

First, I examine perceptions of IPV rates within the community of Cato Manor. In doing so, I 

assess my expectation of a widespread belief that IPV is pervasive within the community. 

Second, I seek to explore how IPV is conceptualized, examining whether these narratives define 

IPV as comprised of multiple forms of abuse. Additionally, I will look at whether these multiple 

forms are seen as interconnected and how they are situated in a larger relationship and societal 

context.  

 In evaluating these questions, this chapter begins the process of exploring the perceptions 

of IPV presented by interview participants. This chapter provides a baseline analysis of these 

perceptions, looking at beliefs about levels of IPV occurrence, conceptions and definitions of 

IPV, and the narratives surrounding IPV. This begins the process of examining the underlying 

factors that influence perceptions of IPV and creating a context in which IPV can be explained, 

accepted, and normalized. Particularly, this allows for an exploration of the role of gender norms 

and gendered language in constructions of IPV. It also highlights the importance of naming and 

categorizing IPV.  

This chapter begins by looking at perceptions of the rates of IPV occurrence. First, I will 

explore perceptions of general levels of IPV occurrence in the community, looking both at IPV 

generally as well as specific forms of abuse. Second, I will examine perceptions regarding the 

level of IPV distribution over time and across generations, paying particular attention to 

demographic characteristics of the respondents. Both of these sections will explore how 

perceptions of prevalence are in conversation with social norms governing the explanation and 
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normalization of IPV. The next section will review conceptions of IPV and how participants 

defined both IPV generally and different forms of abuse specifically. I will look at definitions of 

physical abuse, sexual abuse and financial abuse. I will then turn to how these conceptions of 

IPV lead to narratives in which multiple forms of abuse are interconnected and linked to 

underlying factors such as power dynamics and social norms.  

 
Participants 

Interview Participants: Pseudonyms and Ages 

Participant 
(pseudonym) 

Sex Age Relationship Status Occupation Experience of IPV 
(primary) 

Zodwa Female 50 Single None Bystander 
Busi Female 28 Dating (multiple partners) Unknown Bystander 
Sipho Male 24 Single Coach Bystander 
Ndu Male 20 Dating University Student Bystander 
Thulani Male 22 Dating University Student Bystander 
Bongani Male 19 Unknown Unknown Bystander 
Dumi Male 18 Unknown Unknown Bystander 
Jabulani Male 52 Married Unknown Perpetrator 
Andile Male 35 Married Unknown Perpetrator 
Thembi Female 49 Cohabitating, unmarried Shebeen Owner Victim 
Gugu Female 54 Cohabitating, unmarried Clothing shop 

retail worker 
Victim 

NoThando Female 52 Dating None Victim 
Lihle Female 24 Dating, not cohabitating, has a 

child with current partner 
None Victim 

Joy Female 23 Single Unknown Victim 
 

Perceptions of Levels of IPV Occurrence 

Everyone interviewed had experienced intimate partner violence in some way, either as a 

victim, perpetrator or bystander. Most of the women – five out of the seven interviewed – had 

been victims of IPV themselves. For these five women, the abuse spanned the spectrum, with 

participants reporting multiple forms and different degrees of abuse. Only two of the men, by 

contrast, admitted to committing IPV, and both of them limited their admissions to physical 

abuse. Results may be affected by the fact that the sample was not necessarily representative of 
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the community as a whole as well as the fact that participants may have exhibited a reporting 

bias. Thus, one cannot draw conclusions about the prevalence of IPV in the community from this 

data. Participants’ experiences, however, likely shaped their perceptions about both the 

pervasiveness of IPV in the community and its patterns of occurrence. 

Many of the participants expressed a belief that IPV was common within the community 

of Cato Manor, and they particularly noted the pervasiveness of physical and emotional abuse. 

The perceived prevalence of sexual and financial abuse was not addressed as often, although 

participants’ conceptions and experiences of IPV suggest that these forms of abuse are also 

common. Additionally, there was some disagreement among the participants, perhaps 

attributable to their age, as to the distribution of IPV over time and across generations. It is to 

these various perceptions of IPV occurrence that I will now turn. 

 
General Occurrence of IPV 

Most participants felt that intimate partner violence was a common phenomenon in the 

community of Cato. In response to the questing of whether abuse is a part of most relationships, 

Dumi, an 18-year-old male, said, “Believe me, oh yes,” and Joy, a 24-year-old female, added, 

“More than half and a quarter [of couples experience IPV]. This is happening everyday.” Ndu, a 

20-year-old male, corroborated, claiming that IPV is “very common.”  

Gugu, a 54-year-old female, specifically spoke about physical intimate partner violence. 

Gugu felt that it was particularly common for men to abuse their intimate partners physically.  

This was especially the case for what Gugu referred to as “light beating.” Physical abuse causing 

substantial bodily harm, however, was seen to be less common.  According to Gugu,  

 
You know like if it’s just light beating, they would say “ah it’s normal.” But if 
you run out [of the house], then they [bystanders/neighbors] would step in. You 
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know when you start running out, that is serious, because if it’s serious the wife 
would run out. 

 

Not only does this show that Gugu perceived that some forms of physical abuse were common in 

the community, but it also shows how such occurrences may in fact become normalized, at least 

as seen by this participant. It is interesting that Gugu drew a distinction between different levels 

of physical abuse, noting both the difference in occurrence and the difference in community 

reaction between “light beating” and physical abuse which causes “running out.” Because Gugu 

presents some amount of physical abuse as normalized, her comments suggest that the power 

differentials underlying this physical abuse are commonly accepted. In short, although different 

degrees of physical abuse may be differentially categorized and accepted, the normalization of 

any form of physical IPV implies an acceptance of the underlying power dynamics. 

Lihle, a 24-year-old female, similarly spoke of emotional (or verbal) abuse as 

widespread. She explains, “Most of the boys, 90% of boys in South Africa use verbal abuse 

mostly. It’s rare that…even if you’re with a person that you love, for a whole year you’ve never 

experienced verbal abuse.” Lihle’s perception of the occurrence of emotional IPV reflects her 

belief that emotional abuse is common, a belief that was expressed in other participants’ 

narratives of IPV experience. Also, this perception has significant implications for the 

acceptance and normalization of this behavior. Overall, we see that perceptions of levels of 

occurrence are integral in understanding the acceptance and normalization of IPV. 

 
Change Over Time, Age Distribution 

Some participants discussed trends in IPV over time and across different age groups. No 

consensus concerning these trends, however, was found. Some participants felt that there had 

been a change in incidence of IPV over time. It was primarily older female participants who 
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voiced this opinion, claiming to have seen this progression over their own lifetime. Gugu, for 

example, said, “Time has changed. It used to happen more. But I don’t think it happens a lot 

now.” Nothando, a 52-year-old female, echoed this assertion,  

 
Now, because this generation is educated, now I think it’s 1 out of 10 
[occurrence of IPV]. But when I was growing up it was 7 out of 10. Educated 
from school now. Even the TV is playing a big place of how to educate people – 
like the Generations. You see that Dumisani is abusing Khetiwe. It’s not right. 
Both of them. The men and the women have to be educated. 

 

Nothando cites increased educational levels as the cause of this perceived decrease in IPV 

occurrence. For Nothando, increased education refers not only to formal education such as 

schooling, but also to access to other sources of information, especially the mass media. In fact, 

during the time period of the interviews, Generations, a popular South African soap opera 

referenced by Nothando, was airing a story line exploring intimate partner violence between two 

of the main characters – Dumisani and Khetiwe. Nothando seems to suggest that Generations’ 

coverage of IPV is a type of informal education that could lead directly to measurable changes in 

IPV perpetration. Nothando implies that education – both formal and informal – has shaped the 

extent to which IPV is seen as socially acceptable, and she thus indicates that social norms can 

affect the level of IPV perpetration. 

This view of a decrease over time in IPV occurrence was partially contradicted, however, 

by participants’ views regarding IPV distribution across age groups.  Most participants felt that 

the rate of IPV was either similar between younger and older generations, or perhaps was even 

higher in the younger generation. Many of the participants who believed IPV to be more 

prevalent in younger generations, were themselves members of a younger generation. Increased 

or equal levels of occurrence of IPV in younger age groups suggest that IPV may not have 

decreased over time. Andile, a 35-year-old male, who related that physical abuse happens in 
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most relationships, noted this was true “especially [in] the young generation, like teenagers.” 

Sipho, a 24-year-old male, agreed, responding to Ndu’s assertion that IPV was common “across 

the board [age groups]” proposed, “But I think maybe in our age [young adults] it happens 

more.” Joy, Busi, a 29-year-old female, and Dumi, expanded on this perception and explored the 

idea further in the following excerpt. 

 
Joy: I think it’s more common in our age. 
Dumi: Yeah, yeah in our age. 
Busi: I think it’s the same. 
D: I think she’s saying that because her parents were that way. 
B: Yeah. 
D: I will say it’s common in people of our age because you find that they show 
what they’re doing. They show their abuse. As with parents they don’t show. 
They do it inside the house. No one sees it. But in people our age, it’s done 
everywhere…he hits her everywhere. 
 
 

Disagreement about the distribution of IPV over time and across generations suggests a 

larger inconsistency in attitudes surrounding IPV. Nothando believes that increased education 

about IPV, has led to a decrease in its occurrence. Other participants conclude, however, that 

regardless of educational initiatives, there has not been a significant decrease in IPV levels 

among younger generations. This may point to a belief that educational initiatives are not 

effective either in targeting norms or in enacting behavioral change. Furthermore, this could 

represent a basic questioning of the importance of these norms in the occurrence of IPV. 

Additionally, some participants even believe that there is an increased occurrence of IPV 

among younger generations, a claim that refutes the role of education. Dumi presents a 

compelling explanation for this discrepancy of opinions, positing that levels of IPV may in fact 

be equal, but openness of abuse is different across age groups leading to differential perceptions 

of levels of IPV occurrence. IPV is more overt among younger generations than older 
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generations, although not necessarily more common. This difference in public display of IPV 

could skew individual perceptions of levels of IPV occurrence. 

Although participants seemed to agree that IPV is relatively common within the 

community, their responses were much more varied when it came to their descriptions of the 

level of IPV occurrence over generations and time. Forms of abuse, apart from physical IPV, 

were also recognized as existing to varying degrees within the Cato Manor community, but there 

was little consensus on the levels of each form of abuse. This points to the importance of 

studying the prevalence of intimate partner violence in its various forms and across different 

demographic groups as a preliminary measure for addressing the problem. 

 
Conceptions of IPV and Domestic Abuse: Multiple Forms of Abuse 

 The following section addresses how participants defined IPV and the various forms of 

abuse incorporated in these definitions. At the start of each interview, participants were asked to 

define the terms “intimate partner violence” (IPV) and “domestic abuse.” (“Domestic abuse” was 

included in the interview questions, as it is a more widely recognizable term than IPV and avoids 

some of the pitfalls of using jargon during interviews.) Generally, participants defined intimate 

partner violence and domestic abuse broadly as encompassing multiple forms of abuse. For 

example, Ndu defined IPV as “hitting and slapping, psychological, financial, sexual.” This 

inclusive definition largely mirrors that found in the literature.  (A comprehensive definition of 

IPV from the literature can be found in Chapter 1.)  

Participants’ conceptions of IPV not only included multiple forms of abuse, but also 

pointed to the interconnectedness of these multiple forms. Additionally, their narratives about 

IPV underlined the perceived importance of larger relationship dynamics and power differentials 
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in the occurrence of IPV. Finally, the participants’ conceptions of IPV were highly infused with 

gendered language and ideas of gender norms. 

 
Physical Abuse 

Physical abuse was widely identified by participants as an integral part of intimate 

partner violence. In fact, all participants discussed experiencing male-perpetrated physical abuse 

either as the victim, perpetrator or bystander. The narratives surrounding these experiences will 

be explored in a later chapter. 

Although participants readily included physical abuse in definitions of IPV, no 

participants identified physical violence perpetrated by a female against her male partner as IPV. 

Instead, they limited the term to violence committed by a male against his female partner. In 

response to specific interview questions addressing this issue, however, many participants 

recognized that such female-perpetrated violence does occur. As Jabulani, a 52-year-old male 

participant, states, “Some men have that kind of abuse too.” Sipho expands, 

 
If it’s a guy, you go to the police station and reporting, “my wife hits me,” they 
just laugh at you, make it a joke, then sometimes they don’t even open a case 
and you just walk away…everyone just laughed. I laughed. It was funny. 
Because your wife beats you up…but thinking about it, there’s nothing he can 
do because if he hits his wife back, the police will be on him, like they will for 
sure. But when he comes and tries to go according to the law, they just laugh at 
him. 

 

Although Sipho perceives that physical intimate partner violence can include both male and 

female victims, he views the two cases differently. According to Sipho, this differentiation also 

informs the way in which law enforcement authorities respond to each type of abuse. Sipho and, 

in his account, the police, find female-perpetrated physical violence laughable. Conversely, they 

find similar physical abuse of a female in an intimate relationship to be much more serious, 

eliciting swift police action.  
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Jabulani echoed the inconsistent response by law enforcement described by Sipho. 

Talking about female-perpetrated physical abuse, Jabulani explains the reaction when a man 

reported such abuse to the police. “They laughed at him and said, ‘you are not man enough.’” 

For a female victim, however, Jabulani claims the police would “swiftly go to the man and arrest 

him.” This perceived double standard has significant implications. First, a peculiar asymmetry 

might actually exist in the police response depending on the sex of the victim and perpetrator, a 

subject that requires future research and scrutiny. Second, the narratives suggest that these 

inconsistent responses may be situated in larger societal norms regarding gender roles, including 

dominant definitions of masculinity. This points to possible underlying assumptions that the 

study participants themselves hold about male versus female physical abuse and gender norms. 

Finally, the overall recognition of male-victim physical IPV, an area largely ignored in the 

literature, shows that this form of IPV needs additional attention and research. It is important to 

keep in mind, however, that male- and female-perpetrated IPV have extremely different 

ramifications, in large part due to the gender inequalities that often lead to and exacerbate the 

effects of male-perpetrated IPV. I will continue to explore the highly gendered nature of the 

social norms in which IPV is situated. 

  
Financial Abuse and Transactional Relationships 

Numerous participants recognized financial abuse as a component of IPV. Many 

participants related instances of financial abuse perpetrated by a man against a woman, 

describing instances of financial IPV as it is commonly defined in the literature. Ndu, explaining 

the phenomenon as follows: 

She can’t get out of the relationship though because she’s scared of the guy. The 
guy like hits her really bad. So when that guy says something, she just does it. 
Like, she gets money for the government, for the child grant. And this guy 
would just come and take the money. He’ll be like “hey do you have R50? I 
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want to buy a beer.” And she’ll say no and he says “but today is the child grant 
day. Where’s that money.” And she says “but…” and he’s just like “hey bitch 
don’t fuck with me” and the girl will just go and get the money for him!"

 

Interestingly, however, multiple male participants immediately identified financial abuse 

as female-perpetrated although the interviewer’s question did not specify the sex of the 

perpetrator. This contrasts with the responses of male participants to the topic of male-victim 

physical IPV, which was met with some ambivalence. Jabulani, for example, describes the 

following as financial abuse with a male victim: 

 
Women do not want the men to know her salary, but she wants to know a man’s 
salary. And the man must disclose his salary, his payment…this to me is 
financial abuse because if I get paid here, the woman must also disclose the 
salary, both of us…Financial abuse may not be between the two people that are 
in love. It may be some other woman…For instance they may pretend that they 
love you, but they don’t. They only want money from you. They [women] are 
the most abusers in terms of finances. 

 

This construction of financial abuse with a male as the victim raises many interesting 

issues. Past research largely fails to address the phenomenon of female-perpetrated financial 

abuse, focusing only on that perpetrated by men. In fact, the literature largely fails to address any 

form of intimate partner violence that involves female-perpetrated abuse. The interview data, 

however, indicates that intimate partner violence does in fact occur with male victims and female 

perpetrators, suggesting that future research should address this phenomenon. 

Furthermore, it is unclear whether the dynamic explained in the excerpt above constitutes 

financial abuse, as it is traditionally defined. The excerpt from Ndu about male-perpetrated 

abuse, seen above, is clearly financial abuse. Yet what multiple male participants described as 

financial abuse more closely resembles what the literature identifies as a transactional 

relationship, entering into a definitional grey area.. Two other male participants shed additional 

light on the issue, as seen in the following excerpt: 
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Interviewer: When I say domestic abuse, what does that mean to you? Just 
physical? What about emotional? Financial? Sexual? 
Ndu: See, financial abuse, that’s what girls do. Like you see, even, lots of girls 
will say, yeah I have a minister of finance and a minister of transport, and that’s 
the terms they’ll be using. Minister of finance, the guy that provides all of the 
money for her. The minister of transport, the guy that has the nice car. So that’s 
the normal term that’s used… 
Sipho: When girls say, “They just like love,” I’m thinking, “Fuck this is 
bullshit.” 
Ndu: Like they will use guys, sleep with guys, just to get whatever they need. 
 

 
These responses highlight the importance of naming and categorizing IPV. The respondents’ 

definitions of financial IPV are inconsistent with those definitions used in the literature. 

Although male respondents may actually be describing transactional relationships and not 

financial abuse, as it is typically defined, we cannot discount the categorization that is occurring. 

Rather, we must recognize that naming bestows meaning onto concepts, and that the use of the 

term abuse is particularly loaded. By using the terminology of abuse, Ndu and Sipho are 

suggesting that they find this practice objectionable. 

In order to understand the categorization used by these respondents, we need to further 

examine the exchange relationships being described, paying particular attention to the use of the 

term “ministers.” We also need to understand the dynamics that create this “political economy” 

of intimacy. Some scholars have argued that the use of multiple “ministers” providing different 

resources is an outgrowth of widespread unemployment, which makes reliance on a single male 

provider untenable (Hunter 2010). Sipho and Ndu, raise issues of the way in which 

socioeconomic context and gender norms interact to create a new reality of the economics of sex 

and intimacy. Additionally, by naming these relationships as abusive, they position themselves 

against this dynamic, and perhaps more generally, against the political economy creating these 

dynamics. 
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Thulani, a 22-year-old male, highlights the way in which exchange relationships are 

perhaps linked to other forms of intimate partner violence, specifically, physical IPV.  

 
Here you have a college boy. A boy that goes to university, we call them ‘cheese 
boys’ and then you have a gangster or a car thief. Most likely there are very few 
girls who would go for the cheese boy. Why? Because he’s not working as yet 
and he doesn’t have a car. He doesn’t have a cell phone. The triple C’s: credit 
card, car, and a fancy cell phone, the criteria to get most girls. So most of these 
guys that have these things are gangsters and people that have been to prison. 
And they beat the hell out of their girlfriends. But they always come back to 
them, because why? Because they don’t want to lose their status. This guy will 
provide them with a credit card, with clothes, everything. The airtime on the cell 
phone, take them shopping. 
 

 
Thulani notes how transactional relationships interact with gender norms and serve to reproduce 

social norms that privilege male gift-giving. Simultaneously, these relationships marginalize 

those men who are unable or unwilling to participate in such material exchange. Thus we see 

that, especially in the view of women, successful manhood has a substantial economic 

component. Thulani goes on to characterize the men that do engage in gift-giving as “gangsters,” 

who participate in criminal activity. He continues to portray these men as espousing violence, 

which extends to their own perpetration of IPV. The dynamic created around these transactional 

relationships also suggests that male power and dominance remains entrenched, as seen through 

the acceptance or normalization of IPV shown in these relationships. Thulani shows how gender 

role norms and finance collude to create an arena in which IPV may be accepted and normalized, 

and perhaps even rewarded. 

It is interesting to note that multiple male participants defined financial IPV as female-

perpetrated, and that their descriptions of this form of IPV closely resemble the literature’s 

definition of exchange relationships. This suggests that although such transactional sex is 

common and perhaps widely accepted, it is not necessarily viewed as positive. It is important to 

keep in mind that the majority of these participants presented themselves as eschewing 
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involvement in exchange relationships. It is unclear where this opposition always stems from – 

financial or belief-based motivations. But the views expressed by these participants may reflect 

their financial inability to participate in gift-giving. In other words, these men may be 

economically excluded from attaining a successful masculinity through material exchange. 

These responses suggest a more complicated interplay between economics and IPV, 

going beyond traditionally defined financial abuse. Additionally, regardless of these definitional 

issues, the responses discussed above point to the fundamental importance of understanding the 

social dynamics influencing IPV, such as power differentials, gender dynamics and 

socioeconomic status. This suggests the need for a more holistic approach to the study of IPV. 

 
Sexual Abuse 

There was some disagreement surrounding the concept of sexual intimate partner 

violence. Some participants readily agreed that sexual abuse could in fact occur within intimate 

relationships, including marriage. Simultaneously, participants suggested that others within the 

community perceived the same behaviors as normal, rather than abusive. 

For example, in response to the interviewer’s question, “What about sexual abuse within 

relationships?” Jabulani explains: 

 
Many people do not want to understand that a woman can say no. If a woman is 
in love with me, maybe she is my wife, I will tell myself that I can have sex at 
any time that I want…Although a woman may say no, because a woman must 
be ready to have sex, not at anytime. She may say no and we have to accept it. 
Some men don’t want to accept it…I feel a woman must get ready to have sex 
with a man. But I’m saying that sometimes it becomes an abuse if you force 
your wife. It does happen.  

 

Here, Jabulani describes a general environment where sexual abuse within intimate 

relationships is seen as accepted and normalized behavior. Jabulani’s description of this 

environment draws on gender power norms, specifically the male’s dominance within a 
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relationship. In this unequal environment the woman’s ability to refuse sex is removed, requiring 

her always to submit to sex. She is expected to obey her husband and must “have sex at any 

time”. The entire concept of a woman’s choice, or consent, disappears, thus obliterating the 

concept of sexual abuse in intimate relationships to begin with. 

Jabulani, however, claims that he sees the validity in a woman being able to refuse sex in 

an intimate relationship, contradicting the dominant ideology that a woman must be consistently 

subservient to her husband or boyfriend, even in the area of sex. Jabulani therefore reintroduces 

the belief that a woman should have control and decision making power in sexual relationships. 

By affording women self-determination, Jabulani validates the concepts of consent and coercion. 

In turn, by recognizing consent is necessary, Jabulani claims that sexual abuse can in fact occur 

within intimate relationships if a man uses “force.” 

In defining the dominant social norms, contrasted with his own contrary views, Jabulani 

points to the idea of multiple coexisting gender ideologies. He further suggests that these 

attitudes may be subject to change. It must be noted, however, that respondent bias may exist and 

Jabulani’s presentation of these multiple norms must be viewed through this lens. 

Interestingly, a group interview with Sipho and Ndu suggests additional contention 

around the issue of sexual abuse within intimate relations.  

 
Interviewer: Could there be sexual abuse even with your girlfriend or your 
wife? 
Sipho and Ndu: Yeah there is. 
Sipho: I mean I know this one girl. She has this boyfriend. Maybe before they 
were really close, but their relationship is not with love anymore. This guy just 
comes whenever and like gets this girl to come with him and they have sex. And 
I’m sure this girl doesn’t enjoy the sex. He’ll just be like, “Hey, get up, let’s go.” 
And she’ll be like, “Ehh.” And he’ll be like, “Let’s go.” And the girl will follow 
him and they’ll have sex, whatever, and then just come back. 
Ndu: I don’t know if you can call it her being bullied or intimidated, but she 
feels like she can’t leave. 
S: I don’t know, you can’t, can you call it rape? 
N: It is rape. She doesn’t want to have sex with him but he is… 
S: She doesn’t say no though. 
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N: No, she’s not doing it out of her will. If it was up to her she wouldn’t be 
having sex with him. So maybe she’s being like psychologically abused or 
whatever, but she’s in a situation where she feels like she can’t say no. 
S: She can’t get out of the relationship though, because she’s scared of the guy. 
The guy like hits her really bad. So when that guy says something, she just does 
it.  

 

This interchange highlights multiple important issues surrounding sexual abuse in 

intimate relationships. First, it builds on the debate surrounding the characterization of such 

abusive conduct. As seen above with Jabulani, both Sipho and Ndu present a view of intimate 

relationships that allows for sexual abuse. Sipho’s narrative suggests the necessity of sexual 

consent even within intimate relationships and explains a power differential that eclipses this 

process. Yet Sipho is not comfortable attaching the term “rape” to this activity, since the woman 

does not overtly refuse sex. Ndu, conversely, has no problem identifying this phenomenon with 

the word “rape” and explores the ability of a woman to in fact refuse sex or give meaningful 

consent. Interestingly, this points to the centrality of vocabulary and word choice in discussing 

IPV and the meaning attached to certain terms, here, rape.  

Additionally, Ndu’s view that the woman in the relationship did not give her consent 

underlines how different forms of IPV are in fact interrelated. According to Ndu, the inability of 

a woman to refuse sex may in fact be predicated on her past experience of other forms of abuse 

or the threat of similar abuse. Interestingly, this exploration by Ndu spurs a similar narrative 

from Sipho. Sipho subsequently reveals further connections between different forms of abuse, 

highlighting in particular, the role of physical abuse in enabling sexual abuse. Although Sipho 

continues to construct a narrative in which the woman’s ability to refuse sex is highly limited, he 

never refers to this as “rape.” These connections between different forms of abuse in narratives 

about IPV and the implications of these narratives are the topic of the next subsection, to which 

we now turn. 
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Interconnectedness – Underlying Power Dynamics 

Many participants presented narratives of IPV that pointed to the interconnectedness of 

multiple forms of abuse and links to broader societal and relationship factors, some examples of 

which were described above. Specifically, the previous conversation with Ndu and Sipho 

showcased how different forms of abuse may be mutually amplifying. This excerpt also suggests 

that it is difficult to isolate each different form of abuse. Lihle expands on these ideas  of 

intimate partner violence as follows: 

 
I can say abuse is when your partner, which [sic] you’re intimate with, actually 
treats you in a way that you don’t like being treated. And maybe doesn’t actually 
listen to you. So that’s also a part of abuse because in a relationship you have to 
be happy and have to understand each other. But if one doesn’t understand the 
other I can say it’s part of abuse, doing something which you don’t like. 
Emotional, sexual, it’s the same thing. 

 

Here, Lihle presents abuse as one manifestation of broader relationship dynamics as 

Sipho and Ndu did previously. Lihle even suggests that multiple forms of abuse are “the same 

thing.” Yet perhaps more importantly, Lihle links all forms of abuse to underlying dynamics. She 

presents abuse as an expression of relationship dynamics. She expands by connecting abuse to 

being unhappy in a relationship and failing to communicate adequately. By finding IPV 

symptomatic of larger issues within a relationship, Lihle hints at the role of the social context as 

well which can shape such relationship dynamics, particularly through gender role norms and 

gender inequality. 

This concept of IPV as multifaceted and interwoven within a larger relationship is later 

reflected in Lihle’s narrative of her own experiences with intimate partner violence. In fact, 

many participants presented narratives in which the various forms of intimate partner violence 

were interconnected and which stressed the importance of underlying power differentials and 
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gender norms. This will be further explored later in this thesis, particularly in Chapter 5, which 

examines narratives of personal experiences with IPV. 

 
Conclusion 

This chapter has begun the examination of narratives surrounding IPV as a means to 

understanding the phenomenon more holistically and in greater detail. First, I explored how 

perceptions of levels of IPV occurrence illustrated a widespread belief in the pervasiveness of 

IPV within the community. I found little consensus regarding the distribution of IPV over time 

and across generations. These findings additionally suggested that perceptions of IPV occurrence 

have significant implications for the normalization of IPV in the community. Furthermore, the 

participants’ broad definitions of IPV pointed to the multiple forms of abuse included in this 

concept, as well as the interplay between these forms of abuse. These conceptions presented IPV 

as multifaceted and rooted in larger relationship dynamics and societal norms. Additionally, 

these conceptions emphasized the complex implications of socioeconomic status in determining 

IPV. Finally, these conceptions were illustrated with gendered language and highlighted the 

centrality of societal gender roles and gender power differentials in shaping both social norms 

and IPV perceptions. Thus, this chapter suggested that additional attention must be paid to 

societal and relationship context in examining the narratives surrounding experiences of IPV. 
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CHAPTER 4: Explanations of IPV Causality 

 
Introduction 
 

This chapter continues the process of analyzing the interview data in order to examine 

interview participants’ perceptions of the causes of intimate partner violence. Specifically I will 

look at both individualistic and societal-level explanations for IPV. The former situates the cause 

of IPV in the perpetrator’s emotions or the supposed misdeeds of the victim, while the latter sees 

IPV as rooted in broader gender norms and relationship power differentials. Additionally I will 

examine the role of financial and economic power in IPV perpetration and the use of narratives 

of this power to explain IPV occurrence. Overall, in this chapter I seek to explore how these 

apparently distinct explanations for IPV, as presented by interview participants, reflect an 

intertwined reality. I argue that individualistic explanations cannot be viewed in a vacuum 

outside of society, and social and economic explanations are in a constant state of interplay. In 

other words, each of the seemingly separate narratives of IPV causality, ostensibly examining 

unrelated explanations for abuse, in fact explores a different side of the same coin. 

In understanding individual perceptions and narratives of IPV, it is important to examine 

these explanations of the causes of this phenomenon. Particularly, in light of the widespread 

belief in the high levels of IPV occurrence within the community, perceptions of causality can 

serve an important purpose. In fact, understanding how interview participants (all of whom have 

either been victims, perpetrators or bystanders of IPV) perceive the causes behind the 

phenomenon can give us additional insight into how it is conceptualized and perhaps given 

meaning within the community. Although these perceptions may not actually point to the 

underlying epidemiological causes of IPV, they highlight important underlying contextual 

realities.  
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To explore these perceptions of causality, I will first turn to the more individualistic and 

relationship-dependent explanations of intimate partner violence. In particular, I will look at 

causal explanations of IPV which originate in emotions on the part of the perpetrator – namely 

anger, jealousy and a lack of trust. This section will also explore the use of language aimed at 

what I term “blaming the victim,” presenting IPV as a method of punishment or a means of 

asserting control. Second, I will explore explanations which refer directly to underlying social 

norms as causing or explaining intimate partner violence. This will begin with an examination of 

how participants used the term “culture” in their causal narratives. These discourses both 

construct culture to encompass ideas about the normalization of the phenomenon and to identify 

underlying gender issues which may contribute to IPV perpetration. Finally, this section will turn 

to narratives of IPV causality which note the role of financial control and exchange relationships. 

These explanations highlight how finance may lead to IPV through the shaping of gender 

inequality and hegemonic definitions of masculinity and femininity. Additionally, these 

narratives underscore the direct implications of the “materiality of everyday sex1” in driving IPV.  

 
Explanations of IPV: Perceptions of the Causes 
 

In analyzing this interview data, we must acknowledge the variety of contexts in which 

participants explain their perceptions of the causes of intimate partner violence. Often, the idea 

of causality and motivation arose within the larger narratives of personal experiences of IPV. 

Other participants, however, shared their ideas of IPV causality in response to more direct 

questioning about their perception that IPV is widespread. For example participants who 

identified IPV as very common in the community were asked to reflect about why this was the 

case. Their responses tended to be more often concerned with ideas of “culture” and societal 
                                                
1 This is a term used by Mark Hunter in his book Love in the Time of AIDS. The concepts presented in this book 
were discussed in more depth in the background chapters of this paper. 
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norms than with individual emotions. Conversely, those participants who reflected on IPV 

causality within the narrative of their own experience focused more on individualistic 

explanations. The following chapter looks at participants’ narratives of IPV causality presented 

in multiple contexts, examining individuals’ perceptions of the causes behind IPV both in 

specific instances and more generally. Together these narratives paint a vibrant picture of the 

perceived motivations behind this IPV. 

 
Anger, Infidelity and a “Right to Punish” 

Interview participants suggested a variety of explanations for the perceived high levels of 

IPV in the community. Many participants presented a narrative of abuse that framed IPV, 

specifically physical IPV, as the result of an interplay among anger, jealousy, and perceived or 

actual infidelity. Participants differentially stressed the importance of these factors, citing them 

in different combinations and explaining their interactions in numerous ways, as we shall see 

below. In particular, many participants connected the emotions of anger and jealousy as joint 

motivations for intimate partner violence. Yet although these two emotions were often 

conceptualized as connected, this was not always the case. Some participants, for example, 

presented anger that stemmed from sources other than jealousy as leading to abuse, while others 

saw jealousy leading to abuse through emotions and reasoning other than anger. Thus, this 

section will examine participants’ perceptions of the causality of intimate partner abuse as 

stemming from the joint sources of anger and jealousy as well as from these emotions considered 

separately.  

Many of these explanations for IPV were steeped within a narrative of punishment and 

additionally drew on language of “blaming the victim.” This was often the case whether or not 

the narrative also framed the IPV as the result of anger and jealousy. “Blaming the victim” was 
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espoused by both perpetrators and victims themselves. Such language suggests the existence of 

underlying social norms that advance relationship gender power differentials and unequal gender 

roles and thus allow for an understanding of IPV causality in which the female partner is 

consistently at fault. Additionally, the use of punishment narratives points to IPV not only as a 

product of gender constructs, but also as a means of reinforcing these gender roles. This is 

especially the case in the face of perceived transgressions by the female that overstep the socially 

defined gender boundaries and hegemonic definitions of femininity. 

However, some interview participants also explicitly rejected the idea of “blaming the 

victim,” suggesting that this claim is contentious and perhaps that the underlying norms are also 

contentious. Such debate raises the possibility that this is an area of changing norms or at least an 

area in which discussion exists around the validity of certain social norms. Furthermore, this 

discussion and disagreement suggests positive change aimed at decreasing the occurrence of IPV 

may occur. Still, this language of punishment and blame was raised continuously in the 

interviews and presents interesting and important information. 

(i) Anger and Blaming the Victim 

Some interview participants described IPV as a direct outcome of the abuser’s anger. 

This anger was believed by participants to stem from a variety of sources. Almost unanimously, 

however, it was portrayed as anger against the female intimate partner for her action or suspected 

action. Placing the blame consistently on the female intimate partner is significant in its 

reflection of relationship gender dynamics that make the male the dominant force within the 

relationship. Jabulani, for example, suggested that his own perpetration of physical abuse was a 

result of anger, anger caused by his female partner. He described his experience by saying, “I 
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was so angry. By that time I was emotionally abused with words. She [his female intimate 

partner] said something that angered me.”  

Here, Jabulani points to anger as the motivation behind his perpetration of physical IPV, 

and also explains the origins of this anger as lying within actions taken by his female intimate 

partner. Interestingly, in explaining these origins, he even names the action of his intimate 

partner as abuse, specifically, emotionally abusive words. Given the context in which Jabulani 

names his female partner’s actions “abuse” (namely in an interview aimed at understanding 

intimate partner violence and domestic abuse in the community) we can surmise that by calling 

the action “abuse” Jabulani feels he is in some way validating his own subsequent actions. 

Notably, earlier in the interview, Jabulani initially had identified emotional abuse as perpetrated 

by women against men, and not vice versa. Thus, his categorization of his partner’s actions as 

emotionally abusive perhaps logically follows as Jabulani perceives of emotional abuse as often 

perpetrated by women. As noted earlier, however, such a claim of abuse by a female is not 

necessarily equivalent to the opposite form of abuse as female perpetrated abuse occurs without 

the societal buttress of gender power inequalities. 

Still, this claim of being “emotionally abused with words” has important implications in 

terms of assigning blame. Jabulani suggests that he views his own perpetration of abuse resulting 

from the actions of his intimate partner, removing his own culpability. In response to the 

interviewer’s question of “Do you think she caused it?” Jabulani replied, “Yeah, those words 

angered me. In fact it was an insult.” Later he expands on this idea when relating his interactions 

with his partner after she had left the house following the incident of physical abuse,  

 
I realized it [my perpetration of physical IPV] was because of anger. And after 
that when she came back and she said, “No, ok, I’m sorry,” she apologized. I 
said sit down and we talked about it and we resolved that thing and moved on. 
She said she was sorry and I didn’t say actually that I was sorry but I said that in 
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fact I was not supposed to hit you. It’s only you that causes me to get anger and 
then I hit you. It was not my intention to hit you. 

 
 

It is important to recognize that Jabulani states explicitly that blame for the physical abuse 

should lie at the hands of his female intimate partner. This unequivocal displacing of blame 

suggests that Jabulani feels his actions are in some ways justified and that IPV can serve as a 

legitimate response to certain stimuli. He furthers this line of thinking by relating that he did not 

say he was sorry, as doing so would admit culpability recognize that his actions were of the 

inappropriate. His partner, on the other hand, does apologize, signifying her own admission of 

responsibility and guilt, and just as importantly, acquiescing to Jabulani’s (and perhaps even the 

larger community’s) view of the incident as caused by her.  

Interestingly, Jabulani qualifies his failure to apologize by acknowledging that he was not 

“supposed” to hit her. Such a statement, however, seems inconsequential given the context in 

which Jabulani presents it – he already has presented IPV as acceptable given the circumstances. 

Thus we must question whether a simple qualification that IPV was not “supposed” to happen 

plays any role in inhibiting this phenomenon. Finally, Jabulani makes the distinction between his 

actions and his intentions, suggesting he is not responsible for his actions because he did not 

intend to hit her. 

Notably, immediately after Jabulani acknowledges that he was not “supposed to hit” his 

intimate partner, he returns to placing the onus back on his female intimate partner. Jabulani 

claims that his female partner, in angering him, was actually the cause of the abuse, regardless of 

the fact the he committed the physical act. This burdening of the female partner with the 

responsibility for the abuse subsequently committed by the male intimate partner is a model seen 

numerous times by multiple participants. We will call this narrative approach “blaming the 

victim.”  
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By using a narrative of “blaming the victim” or placing the blame for the abuse on the 

female partner, Jabulani reflects larger societal constructs of gender roles and relationship 

dynamics. These social norms suggest that there are stringent limitations governing the 

acceptable actions of a female intimate partner. When these boundaries are transgressed, physical 

abuse from the male partner is a likely response. In Jabulani’s instance, the action of his female 

partner that he deemed unacceptable was necessarily seated in the larger society. Jabulani 

explains that, “What angered me is that there were other people who were there, who were 

together with us at home [when she insulted me].” This explanation demonstrates how the 

accepted power relations within a relationship make the male superior to the female, making it 

unacceptable for the female to insult the male. Furthermore, Jabulani explains that he was 

particularly angered by his partner’s insult because of the presence of other people. His 

explanation underlines the way in which these relationship power dynamics are placed within the 

larger community.  

Jabulani also uses a similar narrative of “blaming the victim” when he explains why IPV 

occurs in general.  

 
So if a man comes in the house and finds out there is not food, he is hungry, he 
will talk harshly to a woman and say, “how come you didn’t prepare food for 
me?” so sometimes a conflict may come because there’s not food in the house, I 
gave her the money to buy food, but she didn’t get it or just didn’t prepare it. 

 
 

Here, Jabulani again highlights how this narrative of “blaming the victim” draws specifically on 

societal gender roles. In the scenario he describes, the woman failed to fulfill her socially 

prescribed duty of preparing food, which presumably is part of a larger series of domestic duties. 

Unlike in the narrative of his own perpetration of IPV, Jabulani does not specifically state that 

the abuser’s anger led to the perpetration of IPV. Rather, he focuses on the erroneous action of 

the female partner. Here, this transgression is portrayed as additionally wrong if the man 
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provided the economic resources to procure the food, which is reminiscent of exchange 

relationships. 

Other participants similarly framed their narrative of intimate partner violence as being 

caused by the actions or transgressions of the victim, either within the larger context of anger or 

within other contexts as well. Thembi, for example, uses this narrative of blaming the victim to 

explain her own experience as a victim of physical IPV. The interviewer asked, “Did he [your 

intimate partner] ever say why he was doing that [committing physical abuse]?” Thembi 

responded, “Sometimes if he apologized he would say, no, I [Thembi] was drunk, ‘I’m sorry.’ 

He blamed me. He’d say, no I [Thembi] was drunk, I was answering him badly.” Thembi 

suggests the additional role that alcohol plays in the perpetration of intimate partner violence. 

This risk factor was raised by multiple participants and will be further explored later in this 

chapter.  

Thembi’s response is important for several additional issues it raises. Like Jabulani, 

Thembi suggests that the blame for the intimate partner violence lies within the actions of the 

victim and not the perpetrator. Interestingly, in contrast to Jabulani, Thembi recalls the 

perpetrator apologizing for committing IPV. Simultaneously, however, she tells of the 

perpetrators identifying the transgressions of the victim as the cause of the violence, creating an 

ambiguous onus of responsibility. Thembi eventually accepts blame for her partner’s IPV, 

regardless of his apology. Relating how neighbors responded to the IPV, she explains, 

 
Thembi: They used to blame me if I’m drunk I must go and have a rest. I 
mustn’t answer him. But they give me good advice. 
Interviewer: Did you agree with that? 
T: Yeah…If I’m drunk, he’s drunk, if I do something…for instance maybe I put 
the glass here, I didn’t put it in the sink, he will shout at me for that, “Why you 
don’t take this glass and put it in the sink?” Just a minor thing, he notices a 
minor thing, then make a lot of noise. Sometimes myself, I answer him badly. 
Maybe I used to say, “Hey listen to me. This is my house. I know what I’m 
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doing. I’ll do it on my own time.” He used to scream at me, “oh, because it’s 
your house…” I always snap at him. I just get on to him. 

 
 

This excerpt suggests that Thembi, at least to some extent, agrees with the perpetrator and the 

bystanders in assigning the blame for IPV to the victim, herself. Interestingly, this narrative of 

IPV does not explicitly point to anger on the part of the perpetrator as specifically causing the 

IPV, but instead focuses on the mistaken action of the female intimate partner.  

Additionally, this account of IPV sheds light on actions of the victim which may cause 

IPV, telling us more about relationship power dynamics and gender roles. Here, Thembi suggests 

that an action by the victim, which is much less severe than Jabulani being “emotionally abused 

with words,” can also serve as the impetus for IPV. Thembi relates a story in which “answer[ing] 

him badly” is sufficient to lead to her partner’s perpetration of physical intimate partner violence. 

Thembi even goes so far as to explicitly acknowledge that her action may be “just a minor 

thing.” This account highlights those stringent social regulations limiting the acceptable actions 

for a female in an intimate relationship, particularly surrounding subservience to the male in both 

words and actions.  

Thembi’s interview transcript, furthermore, raises questions about the role of bystanders 

in shaping the victim’s own understanding of the causes of the IPV. This was briefly raised in the 

previous section on Jabulani, in which his own narrative of “blaming the victim” may in fact 

have influenced his victim’s acceptance of blame. Thembi, similarly, acknowledges her own role 

in her partner’s IPV perpetration after her partner and neighbors suggest that she was culpable. 

This highlights the need to further examine the way in which such perceptions interact and 

suggests the importance of this subject as an area for additional study. 
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In a group interview, Dumi, Busi and Joy root the phenomenon of “blaming the victim” 

within larger relationship power dynamics, noting the societal pressures which perhaps lead to 

these relationship norms. 

 
Dumi: It’s become a culture. They must use abuse as a means of 
communication. But it’s wrong. 
Busi: They’ll hit you and then they’ll sit down and they explain afterwards, 
“You know you did wrong.” And it’s like, “yeah, I’m sorry.” 
D: It’s about the girls, the girl has to be always wrong. Because you find that 
men somehow believe that they are the ones who are superior. Like god put me 
here to be the head. No one must question me. I became a tyrant in this world. I 
pass out orders and I demand obedience. I ask for no request whatsoever. Non-
negotiable. 
Joy: My way or the highway. 
 

 
Here, the group highlights the connection between the narrative of “blaming the victim” and the 

underlying social norms, which Dumi names “culture,” explaining how “culture” underlies 

relationship power dynamics. The group shows how abuse in response to the female partner’s 

transgressions is normalized, even suggesting a widespread acceptance and normalization of 

abuse as a means to reinforce the socially prescribed gender power differentials. It is also notable 

that the narrative of “blaming the victim” is used beyond an explanation of abuse within the 

context of the interview. Rather, this narrative pervades the discussion surrounding IPV that is 

said to occur within a relationship between intimate partners, and thus “blaming the victim” has 

additional implications for how we view relationship power dynamics. Used in dialogue between 

intimate partners, this discourse could again underline the subservience of the female partner and 

perhaps, along with the act of abuse itself, serve to reemphasize these gender inequalities. We 

will further explore the use of the term “culture” and other explanations, which explicitly draw 

on the dissemination of gender norms later in this chapter. 
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(ii) Rejections of “Blaming the Victim” 

It is necessary to recognize that although many interview participants blamed IPV 

victims, pointing to their actions as instigating the abuse, other participants rejected this 

connection. For example, Zodwa, a 50-year-old female, talks about Generations, a popular South 

African soap opera. As noted in the previous chapter, during the time of the interviews, 

Generations was airing a storyline about IPV. In this storyline, Dumisani commits physical 

intimate partner violence against his partner Khetiwe. Zodwa explains,  

 
Zodwa: It’s just because sometimes she [Khetiwe] takes the blame. You see 
that. 
Interviewer: How so? 
Z: Like, Dumisani said, “it’s you that push me to do this thing,” and then you 
take the blame and [think] that, “I was wrong. It’s me that annoyed him.” 
I: Do you think Khetiwe did annoy him? 
Z: Mmm mmm [no]. 
I: Do you think it’s possible to make someone be violent? 
Z: I don’t think so. It’s not her fault. Maybe he’s got that anger problem so that 
anger problem drove him to do these things. Yeah, I think so. 

 
 

Zodwa obviously recognizes that in a relationship, actions are linked and emotions are easily 

inflamed. Yet Zodwa is unwilling to agree that the action of a female partner can actually be the 

root cause of abuse. In other words, Zodwa is unwilling to buy into the narrative of blaming the 

victim. Rather, Zodwa points to innate characteristics within the male partner that lead to his 

perpetration of abuse, citing an “anger problem” rather than the action of the female partner as 

the origin of the abuse.  

Other participants similarly expressed that “blaming the victim” is not a legitimate 

explanation for intimate partner violence. For example, Gugu explains why men might commit 

intimate partner violence in the following way: 

 
He’ll just pick on anything and just hold onto that. You know, and accuse you of 
that. Just anything. “Why are you dressed like that? Why are you late from 
work?” You know all those little things. Just because. “Who did you go see? 
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Why did she come see you?” And a lot of lies. You know he’ll just accuse you 
of anything. If he’s up to something he’ll always accuse you, he’ll turn it 
around. 

 
 

Although Gugu is less explicit than Zodwa in her disagreement with the idea of “blaming the 

victim,” she nonetheless suggests that although men will often point to the female’s 

transgressions as the root of intimate partner violence, this is “a lot of lies.” Gugu even asserts 

that this displacement of blame is an attempt to redirect focus away from the man’s own 

misdeeds, “if he’s up to something.” Thus we see from both Gugu and Zodwa that although 

“blaming the victim” is a common explanation for the occurrence of intimate partner violence 

and one that is often articulated within relationships, multiple interview participants feel that this 

reasoning – placing responsibility solely on the female – falls flat. 

This disagreement suggests an area of contention and another place in which 

interventions aimed at addressing intimate partner violence could foster conversation and 

critically examine narratives of blame. It also suggests that although hegemonic gender norms 

tend to place blame for intimate partner violence on the female, counter-definitions of gender 

exist simultaneously, rejecting such a model of responsibility. 

Interestingly, Thembi relates a story in which a male bystander rejected the narrative of 

blaming the victim. She explains,  

 
Baba Khaya (a bystander) used to phone him [my partner, when he was abusive] 
and used to blame him and tell him, “Come here, we have to talk. You did it 
wrong. Why you hitting? Can’t you see? When are you going to grow up? 
 

 
Here, although Thembi herself seems to accept the narrative of blaming the victim, and at least to 

some extent assumes personal responsibility for the IPV, a male bystander continues to blame 

the male perpetrator. This highlights how men also can embrace counter-masculinities and 

femininities. This is particularly relevant in that it reminds us that interventions aimed at 
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fostering these counter-norms as a way to combat IPV must pay attention to men as well as 

women. 

(iii) Jealousy and Infidelity 

 Multiple participants presented anger as being intricately tied to jealousy, specifically in 

the context of the female partner’s perceived or actual infidelity. More generally, these narratives 

are linked to larger notions of male control and female subservience. For example, Dumi and 

Busi relate the following in response to why men commit physical IPV: 

 
Dumi: Obsession of love.  
Busi: Unuh. (Disagreeing). Someone is jealous. He sees you with a friend. You 
look nice. He says, “Where are you going now?” “Haibo, don’t ask me that.” 
Then he hit you…Sometimes I go with my scene going to the party. We look 
nice. He says, “where are you going?” “Going to the party.” “You don’t go 
there.” I say, “No, I’m going there.”…There’s too many questions. You’re not 
supposed to control me because I’m not married to you. Even if you’re married 
though, you have to talk. If you have to go with your friends, you go with your 
friends. It’s fine. Maybe you tell me come at five. It’s fine I come at five. I come 
at six, you hit me now. Why you hit me? I said I’d come at five but you hit me. 
And you get in big trouble if you don’t answer your phone. 
Interviewer: What do you mean by obsession of love? 
D: You find that some people, they love you, but they love you in such a way 
they don’t want you to do anything by yourself. Or if you do something by 
yourself, no one must interfere. Like we are in a relationship. If some boy comes 
and greets you, I get angry. I beat you up…They are obsessed with love. And 
they don’t trust you 

 
 

Here we see perpetration of intimate partner violence presented as a reaction to the female’s 

perceived infidelity, a cause of IPV presented by other participants as well. For example, Andile, 

in describing his own perpetration of physical intimate partner violence explains the cause as 

follows: 

 
Anger, don’t know where it came from. I would slap. They would do a small 
thing, so I would slap. Yeah maybe ok, I would call and she switches off her 
phone. Try, try try [to call], that’s what’s coming. Maybe you’ll think, ‘oh, she’s 
got some other one. She’s with someone else.’ 
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Andile explains how his own anger was intertwined with fears about infidelity. 

Interestingly, Andile recognizes that this anger/jealousy interplay could often be set off by “a 

small thing.” This perhaps indicates a recognition on Andile’s part that he is reacting only to 

suspected infidelity, not necessarily to actual infidelity, and points to the importance of trust (or 

lack thereof) in a relationship as a factor in the occurrence of IPV. Furthermore, as seen above, 

Andile places the blame for his own perpetration of IPV on the victim, similar to what we have 

previously seen. It is important to note that the blame is dependent on the victim’s supposed 

infidelity and the perpetrator’s inability to trust her, a theme that emerges as a common source of 

“blaming the victim” for IPV perpetration. 

Similarly, an explanation of IPV steeped in anger, jealousy and suspected infidelity was 

presented by Sipho and Ndu, who related the story of their friend, Mr. X: 

 
Sipho: He [Mr. X] is a nice person. But his girlfriend got him really pissed. His 
girlfriend cheated like right in front of him. Like he knew… 
Ndu: Mr. X goes to visit his girlfriend at work at the Pav [a nearby mall]. He 
had suspicions that she was cheating and so he surprise visits her and as he 
surprise visits her he catches the guy and the girl together. He finds his girlfriend 
standing with the guy outside of where she’s working…So the [other] guy goes, 
call him Mr. Z, he leaves. So Mr. X goes to his girl, “Hey, who’s this guy?” 
because he had suspicions before. And Mr. X is like ok chilled whatever. She 
denies everything. So he’s leaving now. But he still has suspicions so he 
pretends like he’s leaving and he waits and she comes out for her lunch break 
and she goes straight to where the other guy, Mr. Z works, and then he [Mr. X] 
lost it. 
S: He didn’t do much. He pulled her and twisted her and she fell down. And he 
snapped and walk away. 

 
 

First, it is notable that Ndu and Sipho are neither perpetrators nor victims, but rather simply 

bystanders, friends of the perpetrator who are subsequently informed of the incident by the 

perpetrator. Their version of events, however, is nonetheless similar to the narratives of 

participants who were perpetrators or victims of IPV. We again are presented with a narrative of 
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intimate partner violence in which the cause of this IPV is found to lie in the anger of the male 

intimate partner.  

This narrative once again draws on the idea of “blaming the victim,” indicating that the 

responsibility for the abuse, traced through the perpetrator’s anger, lies in the actions of the 

female intimate partner. As already seen in the quotation from Andile, Ndu and Sipho similarly 

attribute the anger of the male to the perceived infidelity of his female partner, recognizing this 

infidelity as the wrongful action of the female partner. In the passage, Sipho places responsibility 

for the occurrence of physical IPV on the female partner simultaneously assigning blame to the 

female intimate partner and removing any such blame from the male intimate partner. 

It is essential to note here how Ndu and Sipho frame the occurrence of IPV in the 

presence of infidelity or perceived infidelity of the female partner. 

 
Interviewer: Why do boys do this [commit physical IPV]? 
Ndu: He did it because he felt like he had a right to punish her almost in this 
situation (with Mr. X) and lots of people do that type of stuff because they feel 
like they have a right to punish, which they don’t. 
Sipho: Like, in this situation, this guy was so angry at the time, he wasn’t 
thinking straight. Compared to some people who would be beating the shit out 
of this girl, he didn’t. Just pulled her hair and then something snapped again and 
he was like, “what the fuck were you doing?” 
N: This is a guy that you would never ever say [would commit IPV]. 

 
 

Here, a new narrative emerges, which we will call the “right to punish.” Ndu, although denying 

that this right in fact exists, suggests that Mr. X, the perpetrator, believed he was entitled to 

commit IPV as a form of punishment for his girlfriend’s perceived infidelity. Beyond reinforcing 

the idea of “blaming the victim,” such a narrative of punishment suggests that intimate partner 

violence acts both to reflect and re-inscribe gender relationship norms. In particular, male 

perpetrated IPV reasserts male dominance and female subservience in the face of supposed 

female transgressions. It is particularly interesting that this “punishment” occurs when females 
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have subverted socially prescribed gender norms – here, through the female’s infidelity – and by 

doing so have challenged the power order within a relationship. 

Furthermore, Ndu and Sipho go so far as to claim that the perpetrator “is a guy that you 

would never ever say [would perpetrate intimate partner violence],” but only did so because he 

was so angered by the actions of his female partner. This seems to be the height of blaming the 

victim, taking this idea to the extreme. By doing so, Ndu and Sipho again emphasize how 

societal gender roles permeate explanations of IPV, forcing the female partner to take the blame 

for the male’s actions. 

Again, this explanation has important implications concerning societal gender norms. 

Multiple participants discussed widespread infidelity within the community and the subsequent 

lack of trust. Additionally, many participants noted the differential views of male and female 

infidelity, stating that male infidelity was widely accepted and even encouraged by social norms, 

while female infidelity was generally seen in a negative light (although this differentiation is 

somewhat more complex when considering transactional relationships). Thus, a woman’s 

infidelity is portrayed as being the root source of physical abuse committed against her and is 

seen as an action meriting such a response. While a man’s infidelity, by contrast, would be 

treated differentially, perhaps in large part because of the social norms transgressed in female 

infidelity. This is a topic that we will further explore in a later section. 

In the joint interview with Joy, Busi and Dumi, the participants similarly point to 

explanations of sexual abuse which stem directly from suspicions of infidelity, extending this 

explanation beyond intimate partner physical abuse, which was previously the main focus. Joy 

and Dumi discuss, 

 
Joy: It’s like when Busi says she’s going to a party and she’s coming back at six 
if she doesn’t come back at six, her boyfriend will ask her to be there, to have 
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sex with him, in order to make sure she was at the part not in the other party 
[having sex with someone else]. He can even stick his hand there. 
Dumi: Then again it’s lack of trust. If you come back late he’ll think, ‘if you 
slept with someone, I’ll feel it. I’ll know’ so that is why he will want to sleep 
with her. 

 
 

Here, not only do the participants extend the explanation beyond physical abuse and begin to talk 

about some possible explanations of sexual abuse as well, but they point to the control which 

underpins the relationship dynamics. In fact, by explaining more than one form of abuse as 

rooted in perceptions of female infidelity and lack of trust, as well as predicated on male control 

within relationships, we begin to untangle the pervasive power differentials which seem to 

underlie many relationships and which create a general atmosphere in which abuse becomes a 

common component. Furthermore, this explanation hints at a larger definition of female 

sexuality, which includes acquiescence to the desire of the male partner, and a limited ability to 

control and dictate sexual encounters, especially within an intimate relationship. 

 It is necessary to note here that the dynamics we have seen with female infidelity and 

sexual abuse are important in examining the way in which abuse affects the ability of women to 

protect themselves from HIV and generally to practice safe sex. As we will see in the following 

chapter, a woman refusing sex in an intimate relationship is often subsequently accused by her 

partner of being unfaithful, an accusation which is difficult to shoulder, and her refusal of sex 

with her intimate partner is portrayed as originating from her infidelity. Although somewhat 

different from the situation described by Busi, Dumi and Joy, this connection between sex within 

an intimate relation and suspicions or accusations of infidelity seems to play an important role 

not only in the occurrence of IPV but also in the implications of IPV for HIV prevention. Again, 

these scenarios highlight how social norms concerning female infidelity, as well as female 

sexuality, shape the context in which IPV occurs. 
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(iv) Men’s Infidelity – A Cause of IPV? 

Notably, this idea that intimate partner violence stems from infidelity, as illustrated by 

the narrative laid out above, is limited to infidelity on the part of the female intimate partner. 

Multiple participants did, however, mention the role of infidelity on the part of male intimate 

partner in determining the occurrence of IPV. This link, however, followed a narrative very 

different from the one previously explored and suggested the existence of gendered norms 

regarding the acceptability of multiple intimate partners, an idea further buttressed by many 

interview participants and the effects of male infidelity will be explored below. 

Interestingly, some participants suggested that perpetration of intimate partner violence 

was a result of men being unfaithful, taking on additional partners outside of their marriage. 

Gugu explains the reasons for men to commit IPV as follows: 

 
Interviewer: Why do you think it happens [men committing IPV]? 
Gugu: Many reasons – mental and cheating of men. A lot. Men cheat. 
I: So why would that make them abuse women? 
G: Because they just forget about their wives and if the wife says, ‘where is 
anything?’ she gets beaten up. You know he just forgets about his family 
because he’s got this new woman in his life.’ 
 

 
Nano similarly explains why men are violent by saying, “Some men, when they are drunk and if 

they got new girlfriend, they change. They become violent, maybe he doesn’t like the wife.” 

However, Andile presents a contradictory depiction of IPV in the context of men’s 

infidelity. Andile explains, “Like I’m married, but I used to have girlfriends outside of marriage 

[while married]. So sometimes you tend to abuse those girls, the girlfriends, because you don’t 

care, you know that you’ve got your wife.” In these discussions, male infidelity leads to IPV 

through mechanisms wholly different from those seen with female infidelity, suggesting that 

differential norms surrounding multiple concurrent partners exist for men and women and that 

these different norms play a large role in these causal explanations. 
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(v) Infidelity, Multiple Partners and Gender Norms 

As noted above, the explanation of abuse that claims that IPV perpetration stems from the 

infidelity of female partners is particularly important given the differential acceptance of male 

and female infidelity, or multiple concurrent partnerships in the community. While it seems to be 

widely accepted for men to have multiple partners and extramarital relations, women who 

engage in similar activities are portrayed as subject to abuse, a consequence that many 

participants presented as understandable and justified. Thus, in order to understand what this 

female infidelity explanation of IPV says about larger societal relationship power dynamics and 

gender roles, it is imperative that we look more closely at participants’ perceptions of male and 

female infidelity. 

Andile explains this phenomenon saying, “they take it as normal for a man to have 

girlfriends [while married].” Andile went even further, relating how an elder would tell a 

prospective bride, “‘OK, you are going to marry now, but you must understand the man, he’s a 

man. He will get another girlfriend, children outside of marriage.’” Andile connects this social 

normalization of men having girlfriends outside of marriage to “culture” and the notion of 

polygamy. “I think sometimes it’s [men having girlfriends outside of marriage] accepted in our 

communities because it’s part of our culture. Look at our president. He has six wives.” 

Some build on this and suggest that a man’s ability to have multiple concurrent partners 

is equated with achievement of successful manhood. Sipho presents this idea when describing a 

friend of his. 

 
My friend, he’s 18 and he has 8 kids. Different girls. I mean there are girls who 
are twins and he got both of those girls pregnant. When everybody heard that, 
this is what everyone was saying, “Oh my god, you’re the shit. You’re the man.” 
 
 

Bongani and Thulani similarly explain this phenomenon in the following excerpt. 
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Thulani: If you’ve got more than four girlfriends it’s more likely you can get 
ten. But a guy that doesn’t have a girlfriend, he’s more likely to get none. More 
than four at the same time, and people know about that, then girls will be going 
after you. 
Bongani: They’ll actually call you a man. 
 

 
Here, it is apparent that certain social norms and ideas of gender roles, including masculinity, 

inform the differential treatment of males and females having multiple concurrent partners, and 

hence play a significant role in our understanding of the causes of IPV. 

Andile, who had no qualms with men having multiple concurrent partners, had a very 

different view when it came to women. In response to the interviewer asking, “What about for 

women to have relations outside of marriage?” Andile, simply said “No.” Thus given the 

different norms prescribed by society for men and women concerning extramarital relations, or 

by extension, general infidelity, we see that a transgression of these norms by the female intimate 

partner is often seen as cause for physical abuse perpetration, highlighting the essential nature of 

gender norms in leading to IPV. 

Yet, it must be acknowledged that the notion of women having multiple concurrent 

partners is not universally viewed with derision. In fact, particularly in the context of 

transactional or exchange relationships, multiple concurrent partnerships are viewed as normal 

and accepted for women. In explaining how many such relationships work, Thulani tells that a 

girl might explain, “‘Oh, I have three boyfriends.’ And she would make jokes like, ‘one’s the 

minister of finance, the minister of transport.’” Thus we see that views on multiple concurrent 

partners for females are not monolithic, suggesting that there exist contradictory constructions of 

female sexuality. 
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A conversation with Joy, Busi and Dumi sheds light on the existence of multiple parallel 

understandings of female sexuality, in the face of an apparently singular and traditionally 

hegemonic view of masculinity. 

 
Busi: But it is ok for them [men] to have like three, four girlfriends. It’s ok  
Interviewer: So do most boys have multiple girlfriends? 
Busi, Dumi and Joy (all together): Yeah. 
I: What about girls, do they have multiple boyfriends? 
D: If they find out, they will beat you. 
I: Do you have multiple boyfriends. 
B: Hawu, we cheat, but not like that. We cheat but we don’t get caught. 

 
 

Here, we see the relationship between gender and multiple concurrent partnerships is not as 

straightforward as it might initially seem, suggesting that definitions of both femininity and 

masculinity are far from monolithic. Thus, although the differential treatment of men and women 

with respect to multiple concurrent partnerships probably plays a role in the explanation of IPV 

which draws on the infidelity of the female partner, perhaps a widespread lack of trust is a more 

important dynamic underlying these explanations. Sipho further explains, 

 
And in our culture, there’s no trust in the relationship. At all. There’s so much 
cheating on both sides. If a girl is away from you, you don’t know what she’s 
going. A guy who like beats up his girlfriend, when he calls his girlfriend and 
his girlfriend doesn’t pick up, the one thing that come in his mind, he just shakes 
and he thinks, the girl is having sex with someone, the thought just comes into 
him straight, oh, someone’s fucking your girl and then he gets mad just for not 
picking up the call. So I just, some people are just used to hitting a girl. Some 
people just do it over nothing. But it’s all there’s just too much cheating. 

 
 

This excerpt points not only to underlying social norms governing accepted behaviors for 

men and women, but further highlights how even the non-gendered social context can have 

important implications on the occurrence of IPV. As we have seen throughout the section on 

“Anger, Infidelity, and a ‘Right to Punish,” social, economic and cultural context continuously 

inform our understanding of IPV perpetration as well as individuals’ understanding of and causal 
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models for intimate partner violence. Accordingly, we will now turn to look at narratives which 

explicitly emphasize the role of this larger context in causing intimate partner violence. 

 
“Culture,” Gender Power, Sexuality and Finance 

Beyond explanations of abuse that draw on ideas of jealousy and anger, previously 

presented in terms of punishment and blaming the victim, many participants shared explanations 

of IPV which spoke more directly to larger societal norms, viewing them as explanations of the 

phenomenon. These narratives often use the vocabulary of “culture” to explain both the 

pervasiveness and normalization of IPV. They also referred to gender power relations within 

South African society and hegemonic definitions of masculinity, which contribute to this 

normalization and perhaps even encourage male-perpetrated intimate partner violence. 

Additionally, the narratives point to the centrality of finances in determining the power dynamics 

within a relationship and between genders, echoing back to the idea of “the materiality of 

everyday sex” which Mark Hunter finds as central to the understanding of intimacy in South 

Africa. 

(i) “Culture” and the Normalization of IPV 

Multiple participants specifically named “culture” when explaining the causes of intimate 

partner violence. In examining these explanations, it is essential to see how culture was defined 

by each participant, as the term was used in multiple ways. Some participants used this term as a 

way to explain the pervasiveness of intimate partner violence and the way that these high levels 

of occurrence led to a widespread acceptance of IPV. For example, Ndu explains,  

 
Because it’s [intimate partner violence] almost like a culture you can say. 
Women abuse. It happens so much, because even if you know it’s not normal, 
you’ve just been exposed to it so much, you can end up doing it yourself. It’s 
just the way it happens. 
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Here, Ndu claims that the extent of the occurrence of intimate partner violence is so great as to 

not only make it normalized, but also to even to lead to an individual’s perpetration of IPV even 

when they know it to be “not normal.” According to Ndu, however, the perpetration of IPV has 

almost become a “culture” to which everyone is constantly exposed and that thus exerts pressure 

on members of this “culture” to conform. 

Similarly, Dumi and Joy suggest that the pervasiveness of IPV serves to inscribe it as a 

culture.  

 
Interviewer: Why do guys commit abuse? 
Dumi: I feel it’s like; it’s become a culture to them… 
Joy: I agree. 
D: Because you find that everyone’s doing it. Because I’ll hit you to show you 
that I’m the head. I’m the man. 
 

 
Dumi actually goes further to hint at additional explanations of abuse, connecting the idea of 

“culture” to gender power relations and definitions of masculinity. This construction of culture 

was used by multiple other participants and will be further explored below. Here, however, it is 

interesting to note how both Ndu and Dumi present a “culture” surrounding the pervasiveness of 

IPV, with this “culture” allowing or even encouraging individuals to perpetrate IPV simply 

because it is so common.  

Dumi later speaks directly to this idea in addressing peer pressure and the importance it 

plays as a cause of intimate partner violence. Here, the interviewer asks whether perpetrators of 

intimate partner violence necessarily agree with the practice. 

 
Interviewer: What about the guys that perpetrate the violence? Do they 
disagree with it? 
Joy: Obviously Not. 
Dumi: In some cases you find that’s not the case where as either guy would hit 
you. I don’t want to hit you but because you did something wrong, I saw my 
friend hitting his girlfriend, so I do it too. But I do not want to do it but because 
of peer pressure or some pressure coming from somewhere around me…because 
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my friend is doing it I’ll also hit you but I disagree with the hitting. I do not like 
violence what so ever. 
 

 
Here, Dumi in some way conceptualizes how the extreme pervasiveness of IPV, which becomes 

a sort of “culture,” can in turn serve to exert pressure on others to conform to this culture and fit 

into the mainstream. In Dumi’s explanation, it is interesting to note the disconnect between the 

idea of perpetrating intimate partner violence “because you did something wrong” and because 

of “peer pressure” or some other larger societal pressure. This is reminiscent of Ndu and Sipho’s 

previous discussion of Mr. X, who is the subject of a story they told in which he commits 

physical abuse. Yet Mr. X is portrayed by Ndu as a “guy that you would never ever say” would 

commit abuse, but did so only because of the perceived infidelity of his girlfriend. It is 

interesting that both Ndu and Dumi separately believe that some perpetrators of intimate partner 

violence do so unwillingly and only because they are in some ways pushed to this action – either 

by the pressure coming from the “culture” of IPV or by the actions of a female intimate partner 

that angers the male and may transgress gender norms.  

Yet these assertions must be viewed within the context in which they were presented – 

namely interviews with a female American student attempting to understand intimate partner 

violence. Given this context, we can see an inherent pressure on respondents to present intimate 

partner violence as “wrong” or flawed in some way and to remove themselves from the 

individuals who perpetrate IPV. Also, for Dumi in particular, given that the co-participants in his 

interview are both female, there is perhaps additional pressure to reject IPV. Thus the possible 

biases created within the context of the interview must be kept in mind. 
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(ii) “Culture,” Gender Power Norms and Masculinity 

Multiple participants also referred to “culture” as the force that molds gender norms and 

so leads to IPV occurrence. These conceptions of the term “culture” described social norms 

governing intimate relationships, particularly concerning socially prescribed gender power 

differentials. These gender power differentials place the male as unarguably dominant and 

present the female as subservient to this masculine rule. Furthermore, these conceptions of 

“culture” often define successful masculinity in terms of this power differential, with the man 

taking on the position of dominance. According to these participants, the “culture” of gender 

norms enshrining hegemonic masculinity and patriarchal authority within intimate relationships, 

encourages the perpetration of intimate partner violence as a way to ensure the realization of 

these roles and norms. 

 Andile defines culture this way when describing both the possible reactions of a female 

IPV victim and the causes behind perpetration of IPV. 

 
It’s very difficult for a woman to react. Sometimes she do[es] what you say 
because of our culture. Men, we were raised like boys, the difference between a 
boy and a girl. The boy has more privilege than a girl. In our households. In our 
black communities. Sometimes all about culture Because if I beat my wife, she’s 
not allowed to lay a charge with me. The elders will come from both sides 
because I’m a man…The head of the household…The problem is our culture. 
Because it allows one partner to be bigger than the other. 
 

 
We can see that Andile defines the “culture” in “our black communities” as creating a gender 

power dynamic which allows for men to perpetrate IPV, since men are dominant and in charge. 

Furthermore Andile notes that such culturally buttressed gender power inequalities preclude a 

woman from adequately addressing her own victimization. The narratives surrounding 

experiences of IPV will be explored in the next chapter and will shed additional light on this 

phenomenon. Here, although Andile does not directly find that the “culture” which “allows one 
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partner to be bigger than the other” to encourage the perpetration of domestic abuse, the 

“culture” definitely does not resist or question this practice. Andile subsequently renders this 

understanding of culture and gender relations problematic by adding the layer of finances and 

exchange relationships, which is an area we will look at in the next section.  

 Ndu goes further, however, and views the act of abuse as reifying the culturally 

prescribed power dynamics and gender roles. 

 
So then, there probably was anger there, but mostly he just wanted to remind her 
that “I’m the man.” I can’t speak for other people’s cultures, but in our culture, 
especially from male to female, there’s so much pressure to be the head of the 
house, you have to be the head of the house and you have to be the one always 
making all of the vital decisions, being in control all of the time. And she has to 
be lesser than you.  
 

 
Interestingly, Ndu is describing a situation in which the female partner embarrasses the 

male partner by insulting him in front of a group of people. Ndu recognizes one of the 

explanations for abuse that we previously explored – that of anger towards the female partner--

here specifically anger in response to the female partner’s actions that question or transgress 

hegemonic gender norms. Yet Ndu goes further and suggests that anger itself may not have 

played such a large role in causing IPV in this case. Instead Ndu points to the role of “culture,” 

which requires the male to be dominant in the relationship and to act as “the head of the house.” 

Ndu suggests that this “culture” leads to the harnessing of IPV as a means for the perpetrator to 

reassert this male dominance, using IPV to “remind her that ‘I’m the man.’” Here, we see an 

explicit connection between an action of the female, the subsequent anger of the male and the 

underlying social norms, about which we could only speculate earlier. Here intimate partner 

violence is presented as a direct reaction to female actions that question male authority, serving 

to reassert male dominance and female subservience that are rooted in larger social norms. 
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 This section deals only with those explanations of abuse that specifically name “culture” 

as causing intimate partner violence. As we have seen, this concept of “culture” was numerously 

and differentially defined by interview participants and points to several additional explanations 

for causes of IPV, namely the way in which the pervasiveness of IPV exerts pressure on 

individuals to perpetrate IPV and the role which IPV plays in reifying gender power differentials 

and gender roles. These underlying issues will be further explored in the following section. This 

exploration of the use of the term “culture” is interesting in itself, however, considering how 

participants perceived of this term and the origins of these conceptions. It is notable that multiple 

participants would expressly refer to “culture” as causing IPV, suggesting that such concepts 

have permeated everyday dialogue from sources such as public health interventions and 

educational programs.  

 
(iii)  Masculinity, Power and Finance 

As we saw above, multiple participants believed that “culture,” being essentially the 

social norms governing relationship power dynamics and gender roles, helped to explain the 

perpetration of intimate partner violence. Yet, if we focus not on the term “culture,” but on the 

underlying social context to which the term is referring, we see additional explanations for the 

perpetration of IPV. These explanations address definitions of manhood more directly – what it 

means to be “a man,” understandings of power, respect and control, and the importance of 

finance and material exchange in defining intimacy and reinforcing gender roles and power 

differentials. Many of these issues have already been examined briefly in this chapter in 

discussing other narratives of IPV causality. Here, we seek to address them head-on and with a 

specific eye for how they are presented by participants as integral to the South African context. 
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For example, Andile complicates his previous conception of “culture” and its underlying 

social norms by exploring the role of finance and economic power as additional causes of IPV.  

 
If you are a boy and want to marry now, you know how much you pay? Lobola, 
everything is paid for by you. That means, in the end, now you have to look 
after your wife and your children, you have to buy the house, furniture, 
everything, send your children to school. And you are a man. You are the only 
one with that responsibility. Not your wife. So that means, it tells you, that you 
own her [the wife] because you paid for her. You did everything. I think that’s a 
problem. It’s our culture. 
 

 
Interestingly, Andile, while referring to “culture,” but this time defines it to include a broader 

range of issues. Andile specifically notes the practice of lobola (sometimes translated as “bride 

price” in English) as central in creating a gendered economic power differential. It is important 

to note here what we discussed in the background chapter of the thesis, specifically the sharp 

decline in the marriage rate recently seen in South Africa. Thus, while Andile points out his 

perception of the implications of the traditional practice of lobola, most of the interview 

participants were not married, and given the low marital rate, we can assume that intimate 

partner violence often occurs outside of marriage. However, we have seen that economics play 

an essential role in intimate relationships of many forms and its impact is in no way limited to 

marriage – hence Hunter’s term “the materiality of everyday love.” Yet Andile’s perception of 

the role of lobola and additional economic power within a relationship is still extremely 

important, especially as it sheds light on more general financial power differentials within 

relationships.  

To begin with, Andile recognizes the link between larger societal gender roles and these 

financial power differentials. He importantly calls attention to how the practice of lobola can 

serve as one example of the many ways in which male power is inscribed into finances. For 

Andile, the “responsibility” for money, which he finds central to the role of the man, simply 
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begins with the payment of lobola but continues long thereafter. Furthermore, Andile asserts that 

this economic relationship creates a dynamic in which the husband may feel that he “owns” his 

wife. This concept that the male partner “owns” the female need not be limited to the marital 

context framed by the practice of lobola but can be applied to relationships in which men are the 

sole or main economic providers. Finally, Andile specifically notes how this dynamic can in turn 

lead to IPV “Because if I say something, if she refuses, say, ‘eh, I paid so much money,’ and 

then the abuse starts.” This explanation resonates with earlier notions of punishment and blaming 

the victim, but this time explicitly places these narratives within a larger context of male 

domination buttressed by unequal financial power. 

Thulani similarly notes the importance of economic power, connecting this power back to 

socially prescribed gender power differentials as well as definitions of hegemonic masculinity. 

He begins by describing bystanders’ reactions to IPV more generally, in which he presents 

narratives of “blaming the victim.” He then links the victim’s supposed culpability to gender 

roles and financial power dynamics.  

 
Usually the women, they say, “no she deserves it because she’s cheeky or she’s 
been out for a ride. You know she’s very cheeky, she doesn’t respect the 
husband or the man in her life. She kind of deserves it.” And what’s more scary 
about it is even other women will actually say, they won’t come and support 
you, they just stick with the husbands and say, “no, you’re supposed to be 
subservient. You’re supposed to be, whatever he does to you, he is the one that’s 
paying the bills.” 
 
 

Here, we see Thulani, like Andile above, use the narrative of “blaming the victim,” but he 

connects this assignment of blame directly to socially defined gender power differentials. In 

other words, Thulani explicitly links the phenomenon of blaming the victim to expected male 

dominance and female subservience and “respect.” Other participants similarly spoke directly 

about this idea of respect and power, as we shall explore below. Additionally, Thulani notes the 
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role of male economic power in cementing this dynamic. He even goes on to explain why men 

may refuse to date women who are financially independent because their independence alters 

relationship power dynamics. 

But most of the time African men will say they don’t want to date a lady who 
has her own car or her own house because that means she’s educated, she can 
make up her own mind, and they usually say, “no, those ladies are very 
disrespectful,” because they stand up for their rights. They wouldn’t want to date 
or marry such a girl…You’re supposed to be the man. The man is the head of 
the house and he has to generate some income some way and he has to provide 
and the lady has to sit back and do some household things. That’s how we are 
brought up. I’m hearing this on television, women are standing up for 
themselves and they’re saying, “We should be partners, we should be partners.” 
But the thing is, the reality around here, that is not going to be happening. The 
man is the dominant one. He’s the one, the man’s the hunter, the woman has to 
stay at home and provide, look after the kids. That’s how we’re brought up. 

 

This quote by Thulani underlines the importance of male economic power in securing 

male dominance in a relationship, and it additionally highlights the importance of male 

dominance in achieving a successful masculinity. With this is mind, we can again look at the 

way these underlying dynamics may inform earlier explanations of IPV. Furthermore, we can see 

how transgressing social norms and regulations could lead to perpetration of intimate partner 

violence, as seen through narratives of blaming the victim, punishment and gender power 

differentials. 

Other participants highlight the way that power and respect play a central role in the 

perpetration of intimate partner violence. Sipho, who once again uses a framework of 

punishment, explains, 

 
If you do it once to your girlfriend. And girls sometimes, they just like respect 
you after you do that. Just get scared of you. And just do whatever you say. 
Wait, and then that guy, you do it once, the girl will do something bad so you hit 
her once. Then she’ll apologize whatever, whatever. Then she’ll you know 
respect you, get scared of you, whatever but maybe both. And then it’s like oh 
this thing worked. So that’s when the person does it the first time. And then the 
girl does something else and you’re like the only thing to do is to discipline her. 
The only way to discipline her is to hit her again. 
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Here, we see that IPV can serve not only as a reaction to females who buck the socially 

prescribed subservience, but also how IPV is conceived of as a method for reinforcing power 

dynamics and recreating female subservience. 

Similarly, Lihle describes her own experience as a victim of IPV and how it was used as 

a means of exerting control. 

 
Ok, one of my partners, it’s like I can say, if he wants me to go to his home 
when I didn’t want to, so maybe he’d slap me or kick me in order so that I can 
be afraid and just go. Boys have this thing of like, as soon as they slap the girl, 
the girl will just do as they say. And they do do as they say. 

 

Interestingly, Lihle expands this narrative of power to the perpetration of verbal abuse, or 

emotional IPV.  

I can say, for them it’s maybe the way they can be more powerful than the girls. 
Because maybe if they say something, they know it’s hurting for you. You’re 
gonna feel plain, but they won’t feel pain, it’s not easy for you to say something 
to them and them to feel pain. But you, you’re more emotional and everything. 
A girl’s easier to make cry. So I can say maybe that’s the way, if they see you 
cry they say, “oh ok, I’ve got power over her,” and all of that… It all comes with 
like, if they’ve got more power, you’ll respect them. So maybe they want more 
respect from you. You’ll do as they say, things like that. 

 

It is particularly notable that that Lihle points specifically to verbal abuse as being 

motivated by power. This is different from many of the arguments made by other participants, 

which focused on explaining the phenomenon behind physical abuse only. The identification of 

power as a motivation behind multiple forms of abuse, both physical and emotional, is an 

important insight. It suggests that male power, especially the goal of securing power over an 

intimate partner, a substantial underlying motivation in IPV generally and in intimate 

relationships more broadly. 
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Finally, Nothando further expands on the connection between multiple forms of abuse 

and more generalized gender inequalities. In this excerpt, Nothando points to the connection here 

between physical and sexual IPV,  

 
Because most of the men, they know if you’re married, you have to do whatever 
your man wants. They still need to educated people about that. Because the man, 
if he wants to, he wants to, and he doesn’t care if you feel like it or not. Which is 
wrong. If the man wants to have the sex and you say, “I don’t like. I don’t feel 
like it.” He will beat me, he will do whatever he wants to do. That’s the cause of 
the violence. 
 
 

Here, beyond highlighting that multiple forms of abuse are often inseparable from each other and 

dependent on underlying relationship gender power differentials, Nothando shows the different 

ways that each form of IPV might interact with this power differential. In her narrative, we see 

physical IPV as being perpetrated in an attempt by the male to assert power over the female, and 

in response to the female partner’s refusal to behave subserviently. The same narrative, however, 

describes sexual IPV as occurring because of the power differentials, even those power 

differentials perhaps created or buttressed by physical IPV. This interconnectedness of multiple 

forms of abuse is particularly striking in larger narratives surrounding victim’s experiences of 

IPV, the examination of which is one of the goals of the next chapter. 

 
(iv) Constructions of Love 

An interesting narrative that emerged in a few of the interviews was the equation of 

intimate partner violence with love. These participants either expressed their own belief, or that 

of others, that intimate partner violence, specifically physical IPV, was actually an expression of 

love. Joy and Busi explain this idea. 

 
Joy:  When you hit it’s like you showing that you love me. To some of them.  
Busi: And they can hit you and tell you, “you know why the reason why I’m 
hitting you? It’s because I love you.” 
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Here we see that Joy expresses this view of love as espoused by at least some females. Busi, on 

the other hand, seems to only contend that men adopt this construction of love in order to justify 

their physical IPV. Thulani and Bongani present a similar narrative. 

 
Bongani: Girls that are our age, they like to be like beaten up. 
Thulani: I was dating this girl about 2 years ago. And I overheard her speaking 
to one of her friends, it was a party. And she’s like…I’m boring because 
compared to her ex-boyfriend that beat her up, I’m boring because I don’t show 
her I love her because I don’t beat her up…I know most girls think like that. 

 

If this conceptualization of love as a component of intimate partner violence represents a more 

widespread phenomenon, it may have important consequences regarding the normalization of 

IPV and the reaction to abuse from victims and the larger community.  It also suggests that 

intimate partner violence may have become an integral part of some definitions of masculinity 

and that concepts of love, intimacy and gender norms can lead to IPV. Additionally, if such a 

definition of love proves pervasive, it has the capacity to reinforce the legitimacy of the 

perpetrator’s actions and could even pressure other men to act similarly. 

  
Alcohol and Drinking 
 

Another explanatory narrative that participants brought up repeatedly was the centrality 

of alcohol and drinking to the perpetration of intimate partner violence. It has been noted that 

South Africa has one of the highest rates of alcohol consumption per drinker in the world at 

16.61 liters of pure alcohol per person per year (Rataemane & Rataemane 2006). Not only is the 

present level of alcohol use in the country important, but alcohol consumption has been an 

important factor in the history of both colonialism and apartheid. In fact, Parry et al. argues that 

“alcohol has played a pivotal role in the history of South Africa, being directly linked both to the 
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oppression of the black majority and to efforts aimed at resisting such oppression,” perhaps with 

this nowhere more true than in the townships, including Cato Manor (2005).  

This history is reflected in the highly racialized nature of risky drinking in South Africa 

with black South Africans much more likely to engage in such risky drinking than their white 

counterparts (Puanone 2008). Additionally, and perhaps of particular interest to us here, alcohol 

use is highly gendered, with 44.7% of men and 16.9% of women currently consuming alcohol, 

according to the 1998 Department of Health’s South African Demographic and Health Survey 

(WHO 2004). IPV explanations that note the importance of alcohol are necessarily situated 

within this larger history of alcohol abuse in the country and are perhaps therefore especially 

pertinent. Yet, due to the complexities surrounding alcohol use and abuse, this paper does not 

seek to fully address the perceived importance of alcohol in the occurrence of IPV. Rather, as 

such a thorough examination of alcohol lies outside of the scope of this paper, it merely must be 

recognized as a narrative that emerged throughout the interviews and an area requiring additional 

attention in future projects. 

 
Conclusion 

 This chapter has examined explanations of intimate partner violence presented in the 

interview data, looking at both narratives of individualistic causality and broader social, cultural 

and economic causality. In doing so, we have seen how these explanations are in fact far more 

linked and intertwined than may appear at first glance. Rather, these multiple explanations are 

presented in different narratives, yet in reality often point to the same phenomenon. In other 

words, the individualistic explanations are inextricably tied to the larger society-based 

explanations, and social norms and gender inequalities are often expressed through these 

individualistic emotions. Furthermore, these socially prescribed gender roles and gender power 
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differentials are impossible to disentangle from economics and financial power, as gendered 

financial control often serves to reflect and reconstructs these gender roles. Thus, these various 

explanations of IPV must be viewed ultimately as reinforcing each other and not necessarily as 

distinct causal models. 
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CHAPTER 5: Narratives of IPV Experience 

Introduction 

As noted in the first empirical chapter, all interview participants had experienced intimate 

partner violence in some way, either as a victim, perpetrator or bystander. As I discussed in that 

chapter, each individual’s experience of IPV ranged widely, and participants often differentially 

defined IPV. The first empirical chapter aimed to understand how individuals defined or 

conceived of forms of IPV and shed light on how definitions vary and are somewhat fluid. This 

chapter moves further to explore individuals’ personal experiences with IPV through narratives. 

By looking at these narratives surrounding experiences of abuse, this chapter aims to gain a more 

nuanced and textured understanding of intimate partner abuse. Specifically, I attempt to situate 

the occurrence of IPV within larger contextual dynamics, both on an individual and societal 

level, while simultaneously trying to comprehend the complex interactions between multiple 

forms of IPV. Additionally, this chapter pays particular attention to reactions to abuse, and in 

doing so seeks to assess the validity of interventions aimed at assisting victims of IPV. It also 

examines the impact of IPV on the ability of women to practice safe sex and protect themselves 

from HIV more specifically. It is to these narratives of experiences of abuse that we will now 

turn. 

 
Narratives of Perpetration of IPV 

(i) Andile 

 As previously noted, only two male participants admitted to perpetrating IPV, and both of 

these participants limited this admission to perpetration of physical intimate partner violence. 

Andile explained his own perpetration of IPV as follows. 
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Yeah. I won’t lie to you, at my age. It [perpetration of physical IPV] happened 
before. Like I’m married, but I used to have girlfriends outside of marriage 
[while married]. So sometimes, you tend to abuse those girls, the girlfriends, 
because you don’t care, you know that you’ve got your wife. [It was] Physical. 
Fortunately I never abused someone sexually. Anger, don’t know where it came 
from. I would slap. 
 
 

It is important to note here the clear distinction Andile draws between physical and sexual abuse. 

Although he is willing to admit that he has committed physical IPV, he is very deliberate in 

indicating that this perpetration of abuse was only physical and “fortunately” not sexual. This 

seems to suggest that there is a differential acceptance of physical and sexual IPV in the 

community, or at least a differential acceptance by Andile. This rigid distinction, however, 

ignores the larger power dynamics and gender roles that often underlie abusive relationships and 

that lead to multiple forms of intimate partner violence that cannot be so easily separated. 

Instead, by drawing such a distinction between sexual and physical IPV, Andile minimizes the 

importance of these larger relationship and societal dynamics and suggests a disconnect in his 

narrative between social norms and IPV, something we shall further explore below. 

 Andile goes on to explain both his response and the response of the victim – his female 

intimate partner – to the abuse. 

 
Interviewer: How did it make you feel when you slapped? Did it make you feel 
better? 
Andile: No, because I felt that, I can see that I’m wrong. 
Interviewer: How did your partner (the victim) respond? 
Andile: It’s very difficult for a woman to react. Sometimes she do what you say 
because of our culture…Because if I beat my wife, she’s not allowed to lay a 
charge with me. The elders will come from both sides because I’m a man. See, 
that’s. Because I’m a man. The head of the household…The problem is our 
culture. Because it’s allow one partner to be bigger than the other. 
 
 

Multiple points of this narrative are of interest to us. First, it is notable that Andile presents 

himself in opposition to intimate partner violence, seeing that he is “wrong” even though he was 

a perpetrator of physical IPV. He constructs a story in which his perpetration of IPV stands as an 
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outlying behavior of his, in some way disconnected from his personal convictions. Obviously, 

this assertion must be viewed in light of the context of the interview, conducted by a Western 

woman with the professed purposed of understanding the occurrence of intimate partner violence 

in the community. Thus, it is possible, if not probable, that Andile felt pressure to present such a 

narrative because of this hostile context, even though the interviewer sought to minimize her 

own bias and any response bias in the interviews. 

 Second, it is interesting to note how Andile connects the reaction of the victim – his 

intimate partner – to the underlying culture. Although this excerpt was previously explored in the 

second empirical chapter, which looked at this idea of “culture” as an explanation for abuse, it is 

important here for the commentary it provides on the perceived inability for a female victim to 

respond to male-perpetrated intimate partner abuse. Additionally, we already saw how Andile 

drew a line between physical and sexual intimate partner abuse and by doing so seemed to gloss 

over some of the underlying power dynamics and gender norms. Here, however, we see that 

Andile may in fact recognize the importance of these broader factors, which he conceives of as 

culturally sanctioned power differentials. Andile goes even further in his narrative to explore the 

responses of victims of IPV. 

 
Interviewer: What did your girlfriend do with the abuse? 
Andile: It depends on the person. How long you know her. Sometimes they 
don’t scream others scream. At first she will scream because maybe she’s not 
familiar with you. Maybe one year later she will just act normal [when abuse 
occurs]. She will always expect it. 

 

Here, Andile, perhaps unwittingly, creates a narrative in which individual relationships can 

normalize IPV over time, on a small scale. Andile explains how a female victim may first 

respond in some way to the violence, but later comes to “expect it” and therefore just “act 

normal.” In creating this narrative, Andile points to another explanation for the widespread abuse 
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we saw in the previous chapter, namely the normalization of IPV. His narrative presents a way in 

which this process of normalization and acceptance may occur on an individual relationship 

level. Thus, Andile’s narrative may provide insight into similar larger scale processes of 

normalization and acceptance of IPV, which were previously emphasized in multiple 

participants’ causal explanations. 

 To recap, Andile’s narrative of his own perpetration of physical intimate partner violence 

stands out in several ways. First, he explicitly distinguishes between physical and sexual intimate 

partner violence, suggesting a larger differential acceptance of these types of IPV. In the process, 

he disconnects IPV from larger social norms and relationship dynamics. Second, he positions 

himself as disagreeing with his own actions, perhaps due to the context of the interview. Third, 

Andile roots the response of the victim to IPV, or rather the inability of the victim to respond, in 

the larger “culture,” which he then goes on to define as fostering gender inequalities and 

allowing for male dominance. Finally, Andile presents the process of an individual’s 

normalization and acceptance of IPV through her continued experience of the phenomenon, and 

in doing so he highlights how this process may occur on a more society-wide level. Overall, 

without blaming his own perpetration of IPV on socially prescribed gender power differentials or 

definitions of masculinity, he helps us see how these factors play an important role in an 

individual’s understanding of his own IPV perpetration and even become entwined within these 

individual narratives. 

 
(ii) Jabulani 

Jabulani also admits to having committed physical intimate partner violence, while 

simultaneously presenting himself as less accepting of sexual intimate partner violence. He 

explains the occurrence of sexual IPV by stating, “Many people do not want to understand that a 
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woman [in an intimate relationship] can say no [to sex].” However, he positions himself as 

outside of this opinion, claiming he believes a woman can say no “because I feel a woman must 

get ready to have sex with a man.” Thus, although Jabulani is perhaps less direct than Andile in 

distinguishing between multiple forms of abuse, he similarly suggests that he views sexual and 

physical IPV as differentially acceptable and stemming from different sources. 

 Jabulani continues with his own narrative of IPV perpetration when asked by the 

interviewer if he had ever perpetrated physical IPV. 

 
Yes, I’ve done that, but it was long ago. By that time I was so angry. By that 
time I was emotionally abused with words. She said something that angered me. 
I’m trying to remember what she said. It was 1994. Where I slapped. And she 
run away at that time. I came back at home and she came back and we sit down 
and say, “in fact I wasn’t, it wasn’t my aim to hit you, but you be the cause of 
that, because you tell me something I didn’t want.” 

 

Part of this excerpt, like Andile’s excerpt, was reviewed in the previous empirical chapter 

examining explanations for the perpetration of IPV, particularly recognizing Jabulani’s use of the 

framework of “blaming the victim.” Here, we can also see that Jabulani’s narrative, by naming 

the actions of his intimate partner as the root of his perpetration of violence, removes his own 

culpability from the actions. This is in some ways similar to the way that Andile claims what he 

did was “wrong,” the problem lays with “our culture,” and thus removes himself from the action 

as well. Thus, we must again view this response within the context of the interview and 

understand that biases, perhaps strong biases, exist. Jabulani, in fact, goes on to expand on his 

narrative in a way which further removes himself from his action, placing this perpetration of 

IPV firmly in the past and attaching significant time dependence to it. 

 As Jabulani’s narrative of IPV describes one specific instance of IPV perpetration, the 

interviewer attempted to gain an understanding of the temporality of this event as well as 
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whether it was a single event within a longer pattern of repeated instances of physical IPV 

perpetration. It is in this context Jabulani continues his narrative. 

 
No, I didn’t [ever commit physical IPV again]. Because in fact there 

are a lot of things that I’ve learned. In the place where I was working, COSACU 
(a church union). There was a structure that was attached to COSACU that was 
a gender program. [It] started as a women program, and they said no they must 
be included because there are also issues that might come up from the men if 
they are included in the discussions. Not only women issues. So it changed and 
it was no longer a women’s program it, it was a gender program, [men and 
women] together, talking, experiencing. So it’s where I’ve learned things when 
it comes to relationships. I’ve also learned that the women must not be beaten. If 
a woman does something that is wrong against you, then it is either you call 
your in-laws together and talk about the issue or else you leave her. We learned 
many things with regards to relationships. I liked all of those things. 

Mostly gender issues, relationship issues. At home, at work, in society. 
How women can communicate with men. The relationship, even now, based on 
trust and love and helping each other in different ways. And respect. 

 

There are many notable aspects of Jabulani’s narrative. First, we see a larger societal recognition 

of the need to address gender inequalities and perhaps of the link between these inequalities and 

intimate partner violence as he describes a program that facilitates conversations and discussion 

around issues of gender roles and gender power. This program and perhaps others like it provide 

an arena in which these norms can be deconstructed and explored, highlighting that these norms 

are far from static. Rather, the space for these conversations and for constructive change in the 

realm of gender equality already exists and needs to be further used and expanded. 

Jabulani’s narrative gives us added insight into the way such educational programs may 

work, at least with respect to intimate partner violence. For example, Jabulani claims that he 

“learned” a lot since then and discussed “mostly gender issues, relationship issues.” Yet in this 

same excerpt, when discussing how to avoid perpetration of intimate partner violence, he again 

presents the situation in terms of “blaming the victim.” In fact, he directly states that he has 

learned “that the women must not be beaten,” but then goes on to explain how one should 

respond if “a woman does something that is wrong against you,” using the language of “blaming 
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the victim” and highlighting the perceived importance of a woman’s transgressions as the 

impetus for IPV perpetration. It seems to be that although COSACU provided some sort of 

program on gender, which apparently opened discussions surrounding gender and perhaps led to 

Jabulani’s belief that “women must not be beaten,” the programs seems to have provided 

Jabulani primarily with conflict management skills. In other words, although Jabulani claims that 

this program taught him that relationships should be “based on trust and love and helping each 

other in different ways, and respect,” he misses the key link – how societal gender norms and 

power differentials inform the perpetration of intimate partner violence. This disconnect for 

Jabulani makes sense given the way he also fails to connect his previous perpetration of intimate 

partner violence to larger gender inequalities. 

Thus, we see that the narrative constructed by Jabulani surrounding his perpetration of 

physical IPV gives us a unique window into this individual’s perception of the connections 

between widespread gender norms and power dynamics and the occurrence of IPV. Although 

Jabulani relates how he learned to stop committing IPV through a program on gender and in 

doing so suggests he recognizes a link between issues of gender and IPV, he continues to situate 

the cause of IPV outside of these dynamics. Instead, Jabulani frames his past perpetration of IPV, 

as well as his current understanding of how not to commit IPV, as a response to the actions of his 

female intimate partner, again using the construction of “blaming the victim.” Thus, we are led to 

question how norms surrounding gender are actually altered. While we can see the behavioral 

benefits of a program such as the one in which Jabulani participated, we also can see the 

limitations of such a program in stark relief. 
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Narratives of Bystanders of IPV 
 
 I will now examine narratives presented by bystanders, paying particular attention to the 

reaction of bystanders to IPV. These narratives discuss the role of the bystander as both a direct 

witness and as a friend or confidant of either involved party (perpetrator or victim). As we have 

seen throughout this paper, larger social norms and gender roles underlie much of the 

phenomenon of IPV, and this section will continue to examine that dynamic through the 

narratives of bystanders. In doing so, this section will further explore how such dynamics have 

important implications in the occurrence, understanding, and possible acceptance of IPV in the 

community, as well as the way in which these dynamics may shape the form of a bystander’s 

response. Thus, the role of the bystander is an extremely important one, and the bystander, 

although not directly involved in the intimate relationship in which the abuse is occurring, 

presents a narrative that can add valuable insight into our understanding of the phenomenon of 

IPV.  

The group interview with Busi, Joy and Dumi provides a good beginning for exploring 

the role of the bystander. They discuss their experience as witnesses to a friend’s victimization 

by IPV. 

 
Dumi: [He would hit her] in front of everyone. 
Interviewer: So how did people respond? 
Busi: They did nothing. 
(Lots of laughing). 
Joy: You can’t do anything. Because if he came to take you, he take you [the 
female intimate partner]. 
Busi: He will ask you, “Do I interfere in your relationship?” And then you’re 
gonna answer him. If she [the female intimate partner and victim of the physical 
IPV] doesn’t talk to us, there’s nothing we can do. She doesn’t want to talk to us 
about those things, but you always see. And you try to talk to her. She doesn’t 
want to do anything. 
Dumi: From my point of view, what I see in people, I think what makes them 
not do anything, is when I interfere with your relationship, today I interfered 
with it. Tomorrow you will be fine, you will be a happy couple and I’ll be the 
bad one. I’ll try help you today and tomorrow I’ll be the bad one trying to 
interfere in your relationship. 
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First, it is important to note the phenomenon the group is describing – namely the occurrence of 

physical IPV in the presence of many other people. The way in which the narrative is constructed 

further suggests that this situation is relatively common. This in and of itself is important, 

signifying that at least some baseline level of acceptance of intimate abuse exists so as to lead 

individuals to perpetrate IPV while in public.  

 Additionally, the group notes that the bystanders were not able to take action to combat 

the IPV. To start with, Joy presents a narrative making IPV perpetration sound almost 

predetermined or fatalistic, with no room for intervention. Moreover, Busi explains how a 

bystander taking a stance against intimate partner violence may be immediately perceived as a 

meddler, unnecessarily interfering in a relationship. Busi adds that a bystander can take 

meaningful action in the face of IPV only when the female victim is first willing to take her own 

action. According to Busi, the victim has to first “talk to us.” In this narrative, she places the 

responsibility for ending the IPV in the hands of the victim, at least until she speaks to 

bystanders and “wants to do anything.” Only then, does Busi suggest, can the bystanders step up 

and take effective action.  

Dumi raises another issue that bystanders face when attempting to take action against 

IPV, in many ways building on Busi’s suggestion that the bystander is confined to non-action 

due to the victim. Dumi explains how a bystander may act one day against the violence, only to 

find that the next day the action is no longer viewed positively. In other words, according to 

Dumi, “I’ll try to help you today and tomorrow I’ll be the bad one trying to interfere in your 

relationship.” Although not as explicit as Busi, Dumi hints at a scenario where bystanders cannot 

successfully take action against IPV if the victim is not ready meet this action in some way. Yet 

neither Dumi nor Busi explore the ability of the victim to take this initial action, an issue that we 
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will further discuss in the next section of victims’ narrative of IPV. Here, however, it is 

important to note that bystanders present a situation in which their actions are tied to the reaction 

of the victim. 

 Busi later expands on the response of the bystanders. Busi’s narrative show a disconnect 

between bystanders’ belief about IPV and their actions, stating, “To be honest with you, people 

disagree with it. But it’s very often that you find people don’t do anything about it. But they 

disagree with it.” While this explanation, like the previous excerpt, helps to explain why the 

bystanders fail to act, it goes further by hinting at some of the social forces at work.  

Another group interview with Sipho and Ndu presents a similar narrative of the 

disconnected reaction of bystanders. They relate their own experience as bystanders to physical 

IPV among friends and explore these other reasons for inaction more fully. 

 
Sipho: And I’ve asked this guy [the perpetrator] before, “why do you hit her, 
why do you hit this girl?” and he just says, “I just don’t want her to forget that 
I’m the man in this relationship.”  And I said “the way you’re thinking, it’s not 
the way you’re supposed to be doing it.” But I said it kind of a joking way 
because at the same time I don’t want to look like the weaker person. I didn’t 
want to look like a person who’s like… 
Ndu: I think what he’s saying is that it’s hard to swim against the tide. If 
everyone’s there and he hits her and everyone’s chill no one wants to be like 
“hey that’s not ok.” 
S: That would be fucked up. Everyone would be like, “hey, what’s your 
problem?” What is it to you? 
N: It’s the norm not to react. 
S: Because even in that situation, he could be like, he could turn around and be 
like, “Why, what’s your problem? Oh, are you fucking my girl now, are you 
fucking my girl now? Oh fuck you.” Then he hits his girlfriend now because 
“oh, you’re sleeping with Sipho.” You know something like that could happen. 
N: “Why are you sticking up for her?” But he won’t hit you, he hit her. 

 

Here, Sipho and Ndu explicitly recognize how a bystander’s non-action is shaped by outside 

forces. First, Sipho shows that although he may disagree with IPV as a means to assert 

masculinity (which is one way that the perpetrator presents his practice), he still does not want to 

openly oppose it and “look like the weaker person.” This suggests that the same gender norms 
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and power differentials weaved throughout narratives of IPV causality and perpetration perhaps 

also help explain the action, or lack thereof, of bystanders. In other words, Sipho as a bystander 

is left struggling with the same socially prescribed gender power differentials that have been 

presented as central to IPV perpetration and perhaps limit a bystander’s ability to take action. 

Sipho suggests that these norms are pervasive enough to create a context in which it may “be 

difficult to swim against the tide” and combat peer pressure. As Ndu succinctly states, “It is the 

norm not to react.” 

 Furthermore, we see what Sipho feels will happen if a bystander does go “against the 

tide” and either condemns or takes action against IPV. Interestingly, the narrative Sipho presents 

here is in many ways reminiscent of some of the narratives of IPV causality, namely that of 

blaming the victim by accusing the victim of infidelity. In Sipho’s narrative, when a bystander 

takes an active role against the perpetrator, the bystander in some way becomes the victim – at 

least in terms of power dynamics. In other words, Sipho presents a story where a male bystander 

confronting the perpetrator of IPV is treated as the female partner – disempowered and accused 

of infidelity. This narrative once again points to the way that individualistic and societal-level 

explanations of IPV are intertwined and how these societal level norms permeate the actions of 

bystanders, as well as those of victims and perpetrators. Finally, Sipho and Ndu suggest that an 

action by the bystander could even create to ramifications for the victim, such as accusations of 

her own infidelity or additional abuse. 

Here we have to be especially cognizant, once again, of the bias that may exist in these 

interviews. As previously noted, due to the specific context, a response bias may have been in 

play. Although the interviewer took measures to keep her beliefs and values outside of the 

interview, participants may have anticipated what the interviewer would have considered the 
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“right” answer and integrated these into their responses. Still, the narratives that bystanders 

construct around experiences of IPV are important in fully understanding the occurrence of the 

phenomenon. 

Later, Ndu goes on to expand this bystander narrative to explain an experience of being 

confronted with blatant abuse between strangers, in public.   

Ndu: I don’t think you know what to do in that situation. Like how to stop it. 
The other day I was at 320 West Street and I saw this guy and girl talking pretty 
close. They were smiling to each other but you could tell it was fake smiling. 
And this guy was holding her arm like this. In front of everyone and everything 
looked ok. Then I walked past to go buy a packet of chips. Then when I came 
back, that same couple was now standing by a wall and he had her left wrist in a 
lock and she was tearing, like tears were going down her eyes. So I was like 
“what the fuck? He’s doing something to her.” So I looked at her and she was 
still trying to fake a smile even though she was crying. And I tried to listen to 
what he was saying but I couldn’t hear what he was saying but his tone was 
really aggressive, like questioning. And like he was leaning really close into her 
and looking around at who’s watching whatever. I always thought that if I saw 
like gender violence I’d do something, I’d step in. But the guy was pretty big as 
well and I didn’t know what the situation was so I was like “what do I do here?” 
And the only thing I could think of doing was standing there so at least they 
could see that there’s someone watching us, maybe he needs to stop. But at the 
end of the day I’d do nothing, because he continued to hurt her. 
Sipho: It’s up to the girl, it just up to her. 
Ndu: But she needs to be brave. It’s not just up to her. It’s a hard thing to do. 
 
 

Here, Ndu explores several important issues surrounding the role of the bystander. First, he 

moves beyond his basic assertion that it is simply normalized and expected for bystanders not to 

react to IPV, which was the stance he presented previously. Second, he notes that there is an 

additional impediment to action on the part of the bystander, namely, the perpetrator of IPV. 

Third, Ndu uncovers some of the conflict a bystander may feel with confronted with IPV 

perpetration – the desire to take action versus the fear of retribution coupled with social norms of 

non-action. 

  Lihle, herself a past victim of IPV, describes being approached by a friend about the 

friend’s experience of abuse. Her narrative presents similarities to those explored above. Lihle 

explains, 
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Maybe all of a sudden she’ll [friend and victim of IPV] say, “oh this happened 
to me.” And then maybe we’d have to advise her. Say, “oh, shame, you should 
leave him.” But even if you advise a person, you know, it’s up to them in the 
end. I’ve got one friend at work. She usually has a problem with relationships. 
So, we’ve advised her quite a lot of times. But even if we advise her, she usually 
goes back to the man. So, we seem to see that we’re wasting our time 
sometimes.  

 

In particular, this passage is reminiscent of what Busi said previously, explaining how the 

victim’s beliefs and actions limit any potential impact from the bystander’s actions. It is 

interesting that Lihle points to the inability for bystanders to accomplish anything, as the victim 

must make the decision to oppose the IPV. Here, Lihle highlights that in order for abuse to end 

the victim must be ready to accept help or take action. This has particular resonance given that 

Lihle herself was a victim of IPV, not necessarily in the sense that a bystander can have no 

impact on IPV, but that Lihle feels like it is “up to them [the victim].” The idea that Lihle 

explores is echoed by Gugu in the narrative that she presents of her own experience as a victim 

of intimate partner violence, which will be explored in the next section.  

Busi presents a quite personal reaction to being a bystander of IPV, as she experienced 

IPV in her own household, her father perpetrating multiple forms of IPV against her mother. 

Busi presents a narrative of her experience and the way that this experience has shaped her own 

intimate relationships. 

Busi: Yeah, when I was so small. My father doesn’t want my mother to go to 
her friends, go with some people. Always asking, what’s her plan. I don’t know 
how to say, he’s always abusing verbally But my father was too much abusive to 
my mother. And my mother died at the end. My mother died in the end. (unclear 
if father’s physical actions were actually the cause of her death but she seems to 
believe so.) My mother died in the end, from my father. My father was going 
with his friends. My mother satyed home. She took us to our granny. 
Afterwards, my father comes back, he doesn’t see my mother there. He come 
and look around. He found her, He hit her. And then she died like that. 
Interviewer: I’m so sorry. Do you think having that happen, do you think that’s 
affected how you, how your relationships are? 
Busi: I’ve never got abused in a relationship because I always tell all my 
boyfriends, “don’t even try to hit me even once, because if you do this I will 
leave you.” They understand, they won’t even hit me. 
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This narrative is notable for multiple reasons. For one thing, we are no longer looking simply at 

the role of the bystander as a witness to IPV. Rather, we are looking at the way being a bystander 

to intimate partner violence – more specifically, witnessing repeated intimate partner abuse 

perpetrated by the bystander’s father against her mother – impacts her own perceptions about 

IPV and her role in intimate relationships (or at least how Busi perceives herself as impacted). It 

is important to note that the literature overwhelmingly points to a positive association between 

“having violence in the women's childhood (both towards self and mother)” and “lifetime 

experiences of domestic violence” (Jewkes et al. 2002: 1611). Yet Busi presents a very different 

narrative, in which her childhood experiences of IPV through her mother’s victimization led her 

to seek out relationships in which such domestic violence is absent. Furthermore, Busi 

additionally portrays herself as explicitly telling her “boyfriends, ‘Don’t even try to hit me even 

once, because if you do this I will leave you.’”  

This is interesting on several levels. The narrative Busi presents seems to refute the 

relationship found throughout the literature, which finds a positive correlation between childhood 

experiences of abuse and later experiences of intimate partner violence (See Jewkes, et al. 2002). 

Furthermore, Busi’s narrative presents a scenario in which the woman has more control and 

power within a relationship than seen in other narratives, although this is not fully fleshed out. 

Busi’s perception of her additional power, however, also suggests that counter-norms exist, 

which counter the previous patriarchal norms of male domination and gender inequality and that 

she has embraced some of these counter-norms. Finally, Busi hints at the complexities involved 

in intimate partner violence, which will be further explored in the next section dealing with 
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victims’ narratives of their experiences of intimate partner violence. We will now turn to these 

narratives. 

 
Narratives of Victimization of IPV 

Now we will explore the narratives of victims of IPV and the discourses that they 

construct surrounding these narratives. This section will look primarily at two victims’ stories, 

Gugu’s and Lihle’s, in an attempt to create a representative understanding of the abuse of 

victims. These two participants are highlighted for multiple reasons. To begin with, they 

adequately span the age spectrum of victim participants, with Lihle at 24 years and Gugu at 54 

years. Additionally, each of these participants presented a relatively complete narrative of her 

experiences, including details absent in some other interviews. Finally, these participants 

construct their discourses in ways that tend to encapsulate many of the other victim’s responses, 

and this thus provides a good lens for examining all of these victim’s narratives. 

(i) Gugu 

Gugu begins the narrative of her own experience of IPV with a relatively straightforward 

account of what occurred. Yet woven from this simple story, emerges a very poignant thread of 

dominance and control that Gugu experienced at the hands of her partner. The following excerpt 

from the interview showcases her story.  

 
Gugu:. Yes. I once had a boyfriend and he was very violent. He beated me, he 
controlled me. Just everything. Everything you can think of. He used to hit me. 
He used to, on my pay day, he used to be there. I must give him the money, he 
must control the money, he must know what has to be done with my 
money…Control my money. I lost a lot of friends… Because he didn’t want 
anybody... I lost my friends because he didn’t want me to be around my friends. 
He used to say horrible words. You know, verbally, so I lost everything. It was 
just me and him and you didn’t know when he snapped. 
Interviewer: What about sexually, did he ever, was there ever a time when he 
would say “you have to have sex with me even if you don’t want to,” or? 
Gugu:  Always the case [that he would force me to have sex with him].  

 



96 

Gugu presents an extremely moving account of her own IPV victimization, beginning by simply 

listing the multiple forms the abuse took, including physical, financial, verbal (sometimes 

equated with emotional) and sexual. This narrative, like those presented by other victims, 

showcases how the intimate partner violence that occurs in relationships is often not limited to a 

single form of abuse. In Gugu’s case, she identifies all of the forms of abuse commonly defined 

as included within the definition of IPV, showing them all as present in this single relationship. 

Her narrative of intimate partner violence highlights the problem of studying a single form of 

abuse in isolation from other forms when researching or understanding IPV, as is often attempted 

in academic research. Additionally, Gugu’s story underlines the importance of examining 

narratives of experiences of IPV as opposed to using other more cursory research methods, in 

order to gain a more holistic understanding of the phenomenon, and the ways that multiple forms 

of abuse can be present simultaneously and can interact with each other. 

 Gugu presents a narrative in which these different forms of abuse are intricately linked, 

existing concurrently but not independently within the relationship. All forms of abuse seem to 

be connected to the larger dynamic of “control,” which Gugu names in her narrative multiple 

times. This control is depicted as underlying multiple forms of abuse, and even more generally, 

underlying and perhaps even dictating the relationship itself. This construction lends additional 

credence to the idea that multiple forms of abuse can be isolated, neither from each other nor 

from the larger dynamics of the relationship. In fact, Gugu constructs the IPV she experiences to 

be an expression and implementation of this “control” of her male partner over herself, and she 

further suggests that a desire to gain this “control” motivated her partner’s perpetration of IPV. 

 This reference to “control” in the relationship calls to mind many of the relationship 

norms, gender power differentials and constructions of masculinity which we have been 
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addressing throughout this thesis and Gugu’s use of the term “control” perhaps stands as 

shorthand in the narrative for these social norms. Although Gugu is not explicit in her connection 

between these larger factors and the “control” she references, we can draw links nonetheless. 

Given what we have previously seen as the hegemonic definition of masculinity – namely the 

construction of successful manhood as dependent on dominance and control in all facets of a 

relationship – we see how Gugu’s narrative of IPV uses these same ideas which she terms 

“control,” as causing the IPV she experiences. Furthermore, these underlying dynamics seem 

informed by larger societal norms, including gender inequalities and definitions of masculinity. 

In fact, Gugu furthers this line of thought as she explains more about her relationship. 

 
Gugu: At the beginning [of the relationship] we weren’t living together. And 
then after a while we lived together and that’s when it started, because he lived 
at my house and I think he felt threatened because you know I knew everybody 
and he was threatened because he was at my house. So whoever I introduced 
him to, if it’s a male, it’s your boyfriend. If it’s a girl, you were bitching 
together. You know, that sort of talk. 
 
 

 This excerpt is interesting for several reasons. First, it fleshes out Gugu’s experience of 

the IPV and underlying control more fully. In particular, Gugu explains the isolation she felt 

while in the abusive relationship. This isolation was noted in the previous excerpt of Gugu’s 

interview, where she describes how she “lost her friends because he didn’t want me be to be 

around my friends.” Combining that statement with what we see here, we understand how the 

“control” Gugu described extended beyond the IPV and entered other areas of Gugu’s life. 

Specifically, we see the way that this control served to isolate Gugu from friends and other 

support systems. This same idea was echoed in other participants’ narratives of IPV 

victimization and perhaps points to an important, but often overlooked, aspect of IPV – the 

isolation experienced by the victim. In other words, given the pervasiveness of the control often 

seen in relationships containing IPV and the way this control leads to the victim’s isolation, it is 
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important to recognize how such isolation can affect the victim’s ability to respond to IPV, 

prevent additional IPV, and ultimately take action to end this IPV victimization. This is 

particularly notable when one considers the responses from some bystanders that their ability to 

take meaningful action depends on the attitude of the victim, as the ability of an IPV victim to 

resist could be highly influenced by the victim’s isolation. Gugu’s opinion regarding the role of 

the bystander will be further explored later on, but this isolation she describes inevitably factors 

in to her experience. 

 Furthermore, this passage gives us additional insight into possible motivations underlying 

the perpetration of IPV, specifically the importance of gender roles. As we previously noted, the 

perpetrator’s need for control seems highly related to socially defined gender roles. Gugu 

constructs a narrative in which her intimate partner seems concerned both with asserting this 

control over Gugu and conforming to certain social norms. As Gugu explains, the abuse began 

not at the inception of the relationship, but only after they began living together or, more 

specifically, once her intimate partner moved in with her. She makes sense of this temporal 

effect by proposing that her intimate partner felt “threatened because he was at my house.” We 

can surmise that the process of the male partner moving in with the female partner (and perhaps 

not vice versa) challenged a socially accepted gendered power dynamic which in turn 

“threatened” the male partner. Furthermore, we can surmise that this power dynamic is one of 

the social norms previously discussed, drawing heavily on ideas of hegemonic masculinity and 

femininity. Thus, in the process of this move, the male intimate partner perhaps felt that his 

achievement of a successful hegemonic masculinity was being threatened. 

It is important to remember that masculinity has often been essentially defined as 

“authoritative and aggressive,” with a man’s position at the head of the household as 
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fundamental for achieving successful masculinity. With this in mind, we can understand how the 

living situation Gugu describes may have created a scenario in which the male intimate partner 

felt challenged as the sole authority and the head of the house. He thus sought to regain his 

dominance through a combination of intimate partner violence and forced isolation of his 

partner. These actions, in turn, could then serve to undermine the female (Gugu), both in the 

relationship – through IPV – as well as in the community – through isolation. Furthermore, IPV 

perpetration can additionally reshape the gender power dynamic within the relationship to more 

closely resemble the model of dominant social norms and specifically, that of hegemonic 

masculinity and femininity. It is notable that we see Gugu linking her partner’s feeling of being 

“threatened” to his subsequent perpetration of IPV, again suggesting the way in which a female’s 

challenge to socially prescribed gender power differentials is perceived as a root cause of 

intimate partner violence. Her narrative also demonstrates how the discourse surrounding IPV 

contributes to the belief that IPV can be a way to re-inscribe gender power differentials and 

reassert traditional or hegemonic definitions of sexuality (masculinity and femininity). 

Gender norms emerge as important again in other parts of Gugu’s interview as well, 

specifically surrounding her discussion of economic abuse. Gugu was regularly employed as a 

retail clerk in a high-end clothing store and thus brought in a relatively substantial and regular 

paycheck. Although the financial status and employment situation of her male intimate partner is 

unknown, there is some suggestion that the financial independence that Gugu’s income afforded 

her was irreconcilable with the idea of male dominance and the male as the household’s sole 

provider. Gugu’s narrative of financial IPV stresses the idea that her partner seeks to “control the 

money,” or his need for financial control, represents the social importance placed on men as 

economic providers.  Yet we have to recognize the complexities of financial abuse and exchange 
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relationships, a subject that is not fully explored here and a full exploration of which is beyond 

the realm of this paper. Still, it is important to keep in mind how finance, economic 

independence and gender roles interact in the realm of IPV, and we must recognize the need to 

explore this topic further in the future. 

Gugu goes on to explain her experience of sexual intimate partner violence as well, 

adding additional depth to our understanding of her experience as a victim of IPV. 

 
If we started having sex, he would say, “You’ve just been having sex with 
someone else” he would tell me. Out of the blue. And I would say “why would 
you say something like that?” and he would say “That’s how it is.” He’d say, 
“That’s how I feel, that you’ve been having sex with someone else,” but it 
wasn’t true as I say you didn’t know when he’s going to snap and why he’s 
snapping, it’s like eggshells. 
 
 

Interestingly, although Gugu does not directly talk about “control” in this explanation of sexual 

IPV, we still see how the idea of “control” and male dominance is woven throughout. 

Additionally, her description of sexual abuse draws on another one of the causal explanations for 

IPV which we encountered earlier – specifically accusations of female infidelity – and in doing 

so Gugu links this sexual abuse to social norms of male dominance. As we saw previously, the 

assertion that IPV perpetration stems from the infidelity of female partners is itself a product of 

social norms and differential conceptions of masculinity and femininity. More specifically, we 

saw how a female’s infidelity (perceived, accused or actual) may transgress certain social norms 

and subsequently call into question a man’s dominance and achievement of successful 

masculinity. The fact that this same discourse is presented in the context of sexual abuse suggests 

that the same norms are also integral to this phenomenon. Furthermore, as we shall see later, this 

discourse plays a central role in shaping the ability of a woman to control her own sexual health 

and practice HIV-preventative behaviors. 
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Gugu’s experience of sexual IPV as inseparable from larger social norms, drawing on the 

“blaming the victim” motif that we saw previously, is a common explanation of abuse. In her 

narrative, social gender norms and gender inequalities inform the need of Gugu’s intimate 

partner to assert control throughout the relationship. Furthermore, we see how this control 

underlies the relationship as a whole, both causing IPV perpetration and inscribing it with 

additional meaning. Gugu’s narrative thus stands as a prototype to showcase how gender norms 

and power differentials infiltrate relationships, and how transgression of these social norms may 

lead to intimate partner violence in many forms. The multiple forms of IPV cannot be separated 

either from the larger underlying social and relationship dynamics, or from each other. 

 
Action and Reaction 

Gugu continues to explain her own experience of abuse, fleshing out emotional reactions 

to the abuse she endured. 

Interviewer: How did it make you feel? 
Gugu: At the beginning, I thought it was just love, you know when you’re in 
that situation you think ah no, he just loves me and blah blah blah blah, but at 
the end I just couldn’t take it, it was just too much. The hitting, the abuse, in 
every way... 

 
By simply dismissing the abuse at the beginning because she believed “it was just love,” she 

harkens back to the idea that constructions of love exist in which IPV is not only accepted and 

normalized, but also even essential or communicative. Yet we see that Gugu is eventually unable 

to reconcile the abuse to which she is subjected with the idea of love – “It was just too much.” 

Gugu goes on to tell about her interactions with friends and neighbors. As she previously noted, 

her partner specifically targeted her connections with friends and attempted to isolate her. Gugu 

further examines this isolation. 
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Interviewer: What did you do? Did you tell anyone? 
Gugu: No I didn’t. I just pretended like everything was fine and I drifted away 
from my friends, I didn’t want them to know what was going on. I think my 
neighbors knew, my neighbors knew because whenever he used to hit me I used 
to run to them. They knew, my friends didn’t know. And my neighbors always 
said, “it’s up to you, we can’t tell you what to do” and really I didn’t do 
anything. It was after that, it’s ok, he was drunk and you know everything was 
back to normal.  
 

 
Her portrayal of the isolation in this excerpt differs from statements that she had made earlier. 

Earlier she constructed her isolation as the result of actions taken by her intimate partner with the 

specific aim (among other aims) of isolating Gugu. Here, however, Gugu instead portrays the 

other forms of IPV of which she was a victim as causing this isolation from her friends, because 

she “didn’t want them to know what was going on.” While her male partner is still causing this 

isolation and Gugu’s isolation still emerges as an essential part of her experience of IPV, here it 

is seen to stem from the way in which Gugu reacts to the IPV she is experiencing – too ashamed 

or burdened to tell her friends about it.  

 Gugu describes turning to her neighbors instead of her friends in response to the IPV, 

which may seem somewhat counter-intuitive. However, this is probably explicable by an 

examination of proximity and timing, as well as by some additional sentiments she expressed 

above. As Gugu hints at here and expands on later, her response to abuse changes with time. 

Although she may initially have sought assistance while the abuse was occurring, Gugu 

constructs a narrative in which she quickly returns to her intimate partner and “it’s 

ok…everything was back to normal.” Gugu expands on this apparent flip-flopping, including her 

interactions with bystanders, shedding light on why she allowed the abuse to continue. 

Gugu: I thought it will end…which it didn’t. It happened and it happened and it 
happened. And I thought, because we used to talk about it and he would say he’s 
sorry, blah blah blah. He would stop for 2 or 3 weeks and it would start again… 
And the girl that I worked for, Tessa knew what was going on. And she said she 
doesn’t want to step in until I said…My neighbors and Tessa I told, but not my 
friends. They thought everything was fine. But it wasn’t helpful to tell them [my 
neighbors and Tessa] because they said they would only step in when I am 
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ready. The neighbors would call the police though. And when they came, he was 
gone. But at the end, I would sneak him in. So the neighbors just washed their 
hands of it. 
Interviewer: But in the end Tessa was able to help you?  
Gugu: Not really, because she would help me when I said so, which I didn’t do.  
Interviewer: Would it have been better if someone had said you have to do 
something? 
Gugu: No, I wouldn’t listen. No I thought it’s gonna be ok. But it went on and 
on. 

 

Thus, we see how Gugu continued to believe that the abuse would end, and the conversations she 

had with her intimate partner repeatedly convinced her of this. Perhaps she was unwilling to talk 

to her friends about the abuse because she was not willing (or perhaps able) to end the 

relationships. She comments that reaching out to her neighbors, or her boss, Tessa, proved to be 

unhelpful, even though they were willing to help her, suggesting that she may have pushed away 

help from her neighbors by continuously returning to her intimate partner, after she had sought 

comfort from them. This highlights one of the reasons why she may have avoided confiding in 

her friends. Tessa, like her neighbors, is seen as ready to help only when Gugu is ready to accept 

this help, and by extension, ready to end the relationship with her intimate partner. Yet as we 

shall see below, the victim’s ability to end an abusive relationship is often curtailed though the 

same dynamics of control and male power which both lead to and stem from the abuse itself.  

Still, it is interesting that Gugu recognizes that bystanders are limited in their ability to 

take meaningful action and that this ability is largely predicated on the victim’s own actions. She 

begins to criticize her neighbors and Tessa for offering to help only when she was ready, yet then 

lays a similar criticism at bystanders who would take action independently of the victim’s state 

of mind. In particular, she notes that if bystanders had confronted her about the abuse 

unsolicited, she “wouldn’t have listened.” Thus Gugu echoes many of the sentiments expressed 

in the narratives of bystanders of IPV, who describe their inability to take effective action 
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towards ending abuse for many reasons, including the victim’s unwillingness or inability to 

address the abuse. 

Gugu goes on to explain in detail the barriers that kept her from ending the relationship. 

Although she previously commented on the need for the victim to take action and seek help on 

her own, she now illustrates the limitations to a victim’s ability to do just that. She tells her own 

story of ending her abusive relationship. 

 
Gugu: At the end I just couldn’t, I just said let’s end the relationship, 
which wasn’t easy for me too because it wasn’t that I didn’t love him 
anymore. It was the way that he treated me. And he moved back to his 
house. He was living in KwaMashu. He went back to KwaMashu. And 
we even saw each other, even so, because as I said I did still love him. 
Interviewer: But you did call the police eventually? 
Gugu: At the end because when I said let’s end this relationship, he 
didn’t want to and he was like stalking me at work. After when he was 
living at KwaMashu, he sort of stalked me now because it wasn’t let’s 
just end the relationship. There had been a fight, he beat me and 
everything…So when we [Tessa and Gugu] saw him [at work] and I 
had to go home, we had to call the police. Because I was scared. 
 

 
Here, Gugu constructs a narrative around her ability to end the relationship and the 

implications of this on larger reactions to the abuse. This is particularly insightful given what 

Gugu previously presented concerning the role of the bystander and the way the bystander’s 

effectiveness at addressing IPV is linked to and determined by the sentiment and actions of the 

victim. In particular, Gugu noted that the victim must be willing to take steps to end the 

relationship but she also addresses the emotional difficulty of ending this relationship, noting the 

existence of love on her side of the relationship even in the face of intimate partner violence. 

Gugu goes further to explore how, once she finally did end the relationship, she feared her 

intimate partner. This fear is undoubtedly tied at least in part tied to the “control” and male 

dominance that lead to intimate partner violence and underlie the relationship as a whole. Thus 

Gugu suggests that ending an abusive relationship is difficult not only for emotional reasons, but 
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also because the dynamics underlying an abusive relationship suggest the perpetrator has 

legitimate reasons to fear for her safety if she does so.  

 
(ii) Lihle 

Lihle, like Gugu, presents a narrative of her experience of abuse that is in many ways 

representative of the other interview participants’ narratives surrounding IPV victimization. In 

fact, Lihle begins by explaining her own abuse as influenced by some of the same underlying 

motivations of control and dominance by her male intimate partner as we saw from Gugu. She 

explains, 

 
Ok, one of my partners, it’s like I can say, if he wants me to go to his home 
when I didn’t want to, so maybe he’d slap me or kick me, in order so that I can 
be afraid and just go. Boys have this thing of like, as soon as they slap the girl, 
the girl will just do as they say. And they do do as they say. So that’s mostly 
what happens. I was doing something that I didn’t want to do. So I can just say 
it’s part of abuse.  
 
 

Lihle’s narrative constructs a reality in which physical IPV is explicitly used as a tool to compel 

Lihle to submit to her male partner’s control, a construction very similar to Gugu’s. We see that 

Lihle disobeys the orders of the male partner, and in doing so, perhaps acts to subvert his 

position of authority and dominance. Subsequently, the male partner responds with physical 

abuse, which was meant to coerce or force Lihle to take an action that she does not want to take, 

but that her male partner desires of her. This action is apparently forced on Lihle through the 

creation of fear, a sentiment which previously emerged in Gugu’s narrative as limiting the 

agency and independence of the female. In this instance, the action in question is going to “his 

home,” but it can reasonably be extended to various other scenarios including sexual intercourse 

and control of finances. Furthermore, beyond simply getting Lihle to perform the desired action, 
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the physical IPV also serves to reassert male superiority.  In many ways, Lihle’s discourse 

echoes Gugu’s, lending additional credence to each. 

 It is impossible to understand Lihle’s narrative without the using the lens of societal 

gender norms and power differentials, which we have already discussed. As with Gugu 

previously, Lihle presents a relationship dynamic in which IPV allows the man to exert control 

over the female. Specifically, the IPV is shown as a response to the action of the female, who 

challenges this power arrangement and so destabilizes the dominant position of the male. Thus, 

we are unable to understand the narrative surrounding this IPV without also appreciating the 

centrality of power differentials and male control in pervasive social norms and definitions of 

masculinity. Again, we see how an underlying relationship dynamic of male control and female 

subservience could lead to multiple forms of abuse and pervade all aspects of a relationship.  

 As we just examined, the dynamics which Lihle presents as causing IPV perpetration, 

and which are in turn reinforced through this perpetration, are not limited to one form of IPV or 

one aspect of the relationship. Rather, these dynamics underline the relationship as a whole and 

could easily contribute to and result from other forms of abuse as well, perhaps in an intertwined 

and inseparable form. Lihle explains how her relationship encompassed more that physical 

abuse. 

 
But abuse is in different ways. Just somebody shouting at you, just doing 
something that you don’t like, it’s sort of like abusing that person because it’s 
something which they’re not happy with…Yeah I can say that maybe when he’s 
hitting me he would also like say ugly verbal things. “oh, you’re a bitch” and 
things like that. So that also would be painful. I just keep it to 
myself…Sometimes, maybe if you like, say something back, he would maybe 
say, “don’t back-chat me,” or something like that. And in the end I can say it 
starts with verbal abuse and then it becomes physical. Because maybe it starts 
with words and you’re also like back-chatting him and all of a sudden, you just 
hear the slap coming across your slap. So it starts verbal and then. 
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 Lihle’s narrative demonstrates how multiple forms of abuse can be interconnected. She 

begins by discussing how verbal abuse is another manifestation of IPV and how she conceives of 

“shouting” as abusive. Then she recounts a narrative in which physical and verbal (or perhaps 

emotional) abuse are intricately linked, with verbal abuse leading to or stemming from physical 

abuse. Lihle later notes a similar interaction between physical and sexual IPV remarking, “Let’s 

say maybe you’re being abused. Maybe he’s gonna hit you for saying ok you don’t want to have 

sex and everything.” Once again, we must recognize not only that these multiple forms of abuse 

exist concurrently, but also that they are impossible to view in isolation. To gain a complete 

understanding of the way in which abuse occurs and perhaps even the causes of this abuse, it is 

important to view the entire narrative of a victim’s experience of abuse. Furthermore, Lihle 

underlines how the various forms of abuse (financial abuse was not addressed, although is not 

necessarily absent) are informed and motivated by societal gender norms or definitions of 

hegemonic masculinity, which highlight male dominance and control, coupled with female 

subservience, and perhaps reinforce and buttress these norms. Thus, it becomes impossible to 

separate individual forms of abuse and, for that matter, very difficult to untangle intimate partner 

violence from gender inequalities and power differentials. 

 
Reactions and Actions 

Lihle also explains her reactions to the abuse, conveying how her male intimate partner in 

turn responds. In doing so, she draws our attention back to the ability of the victim to take action 

to either address the IPV or end the abusive relationship altogether. 

 
Lihle: I would do as he say [after physical IPV], but when I come 
back I’d have that thing of like, “oh, I just have to break up with him.” 
But as soon as maybe I’ll say, “I’m breaking up with you,” he’d say, 
“no ways. You’re not. I was the one who started and said I loved you 
and then you said you loved me too so I will tell you when I say it’s 
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over.” But in the end it just happened that I found him with another 
girl and that’s the easiest way I got out of the relationship. 
 
 

Here we see how, like Gugu, Lihle might be inclined to end the relationship or take a stance 

against the abuse immediately following an incident. Yet, Lihle is met with resistance from her 

male partner when she attempts to end the relationship. This resistance, however, exceeds what 

might be expected. That is to say that her boyfriend does not simply try to convince her why she 

should not end the relationship or argue for the merits of the relationship. Instead, Lihle shows 

her boyfriend struggling to maintain his dominance over Lihle in the relationship – “I will tell 

you when I say it’s over.”  

In fact, the very dynamics that we previously saw causing and resulting from IPV keep 

Lihle from taking action to end the relationship and combat the abuse. Societal gender roles 

again impede in a woman’s ability to end a relationship, because according to Lihle’s boyfriend, 

the male partner controls even this end game. She later notes that this phenomenon is common 

and that women often find it difficult to end relationships. Male control is seen as so absolute as 

to preclude any chance a female might have at successfully ending the relationship. Again, this 

lack of agency on the part of the female victim complicates the role of the bystander in relation 

to the victim, a subject that Lihle moves on to address. 

 She explains her own experience in reaching out to bystanders, specifically her friends. 

 
Interviewer: Did you talk to anyone about it? 
Lihle: No, I’ll just keep it to myself because even if we’d talk maybe as like 
friends with my other friends I wouldn’t say it because it would look like, oh 
she’s in this abusive relationship and everything. Because maybe they’re talking 
about their men and saying, “oh, they did something nice like this, like that.” So 
when I come out with this thing like, “hey I didn’t want to go to his house and 
he started hitting me and everything,” you know they would maybe have this 
different opinion of him or something like that. So I just didn’t want them to be 
involved in their relationship. 
Interviewer: So do you think if you told them they would stop liking him? 
Lihle: Yeah, because that’s mostly what those do, you know. 
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Here, Lihle, like Gugu, describes her hesitancy to address her friends or seek their help 

regarding the abuse she was experiencing. It is interesting that she partially fears losing 

the approval of her friends or in some way sticking out from them, with their non-

abusive relationships. This is particularly interesting given that some interviews viewed 

IPV as so common as to be almost universally accepted and normalized. Yet Lihle 

feels this was not the case among her friends, or at least not as she perceived her 

friends’ opinions. This in many ways supports some of the claims made by participants 

in their narratives of bystanders of IPV, specifically individuals’ claims that they felt 

that IPV was “wrong” or needed to be addressed, yet did not take such actions 

themselves. 

 Additionally, Lihle like Gugu, comments on her inability or unwillingness to 

leave her partner or cast him in a fully negative light based only on the abuse. She 

expands on this abuse when explaining why she did not speak to any family members 

either. 

 
Interviewer: What about family members? 
Lihle: No, I didn’t tell my parents, because I was going to get maybe hit [from 
them]. I’d just keep it to myself. Maybe think at night and say, “oh, I just have 
to get rid of him.” But then you know how boys are, the next day, they come, 
they’re all nice and everything. And then you as well, you get charmed by 
everything they say and then you start it all over again. 
Interviewer So after something would happen would you then change your 
mind and decide maybe you didn’t want to break up with him? 
Lihle: Yeah, because maybe he’d come and be nice. Then I would change, “oh 
no, maybe it’s just me.” I would blame myself sometimes. “Maybe if I just 
listened or something like that.” 
 
 

Lihle’s abuse occurred while she was still in high school, in her “matric year” (last 

year) of school. Thus her parents represent an obvious influence in her life and perhaps 

a resource for addressing abuse. Yet she constructs a scenario in which her parents 
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might disapprove of the relationship so strongly as to lead to their own perpetration of 

physical violence, thus keeping her from confiding in them.  

Perhaps more importantly, though, Lihle notes that she herself is uncertain 

whether to attempt to end the relationship. Once again we see a narrative in which, 

directly following the incident of abuse, Lihle is committed to ending the relationship. 

However, after some time has passed and after getting “charmed” by the male partner 

the next day, she would change her mind. Lihle goes so far as to put the blame for the 

IPV back on herself, assuming responsibility for the abuse and thus lifting this guilt 

from her male partner. This, of course, brings up the narrative of “blaming the victim” 

that repeatedly emerged in explanations of IPV causality. It speaks as well to the 

underlying power differentials and gender norms governing and surrounding 

relationships generally and IPV more specifically, a narrative that will again emerge 

around the topic of HIV-prevention, the area to which we will now turn. 

 
Narratives of HIV-Preventative Behaviors 

Many participants also presented narratives concerning a woman’s ability to practice HIV 

preventative behavior (mainly to negotiate condom use or refuse sex) with her intimate partner. 

These narratives were sometimes constructed to note the importance of intimate partner violence 

in shaping, or more specifically, in curtailing the woman’s agency. Yet conversely, other 

participants’ narratives stressed that abuse within a relationship was not seminal in determining a 

woman’s control over her own practice of safe sex, backing up this assertion with a variety of 

different explanations. 

 Some participants simply dismissed the notion that abuse was essential in shaping and 

individual’s ability to protect themselves from HIV/AIDS. Nkere explained that it was difficult 
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to protect oneself sexually, but asserted that it did not have to do with violence or abuse. 

Similarly, Jabulani contends, “I don’t think so [that IPV significantly impacts the ability of an 

individual to practice safe sex]. Because these conflicts, they get resolved.” Jabulani, consistent 

with his previous responses and specifically with his narrative regarding his own perpetration of 

IPV, seems to disconnect the intimate partner violence from lager relationship dynamics or 

power differentials. We see that Jabulani believes that conflicts over IPV are quickly resolved 

and do not have any lasting implications in the relationship, such as reconfiguring or reinforcing 

power inequalities or gender norms in a way which might influence one’s ability to practice safe 

sex. Additionally, he feels that most people protect themselves because “people become aware of 

the dangers” and are increasingly knowledgeable about HIV/AIDS. 

 Like the two participants above, Busi presents a narrative in which intimate partner 

violence does not factor into her own ability to protect herself. Busi simply claims that she’s 

never been in an abusive relationship but says “No, [I would not be scared to ask a man to use a 

condom]. I’m not. I always ask.” Thus, for Busi the issue is in many ways removed from 

intimate partner violence, as she claims to have never been in an abusive intimate relationship. 

Busi, however, presented herself as espousing a femininity counter to the “normative” 

definition, which emphasizes subservience and acquiescence to the hegemonic masculinity. 

Instead, Busi has indicated that she has multiple concurrent male partners. She explains, “Hawu, 

we cheat but we don’t get caught. I have two but the other one he doesn’t know anything, in 

terms of sexual intercourse…that makes me have two boyfriends.” Busi is not only seen to be 

acting in opposition to certain gender constructions which limits a woman’s ability to have 

multiple concurrent partners, but she goes further in defining her own femininity by claiming 

that these multiple concurrent partnerships are maintained in order to be sexually satisfied. Thus 
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we see that Busi in many ways acts in opposition to hegemonic femininities of sexual purity and 

inexperience, as well as the idea that “heterosexual relationships were usually guided by the 

preferences of the male partner,” (Reddy & Dunne 2007: 167). 

Perhaps Busi’s claim that she is not scared to ask a man to use a condom and that she 

always does so, as well as her history of never having an abusive relationship, are more 

connected than they first seem. In fact, it seems that Busi may be suggesting that because, as we 

saw earlier, she makes clear with potential partners that she will not tolerate abuse and because 

she does not espouse the normative femininity, the gender power dynamics which can limit a 

woman’s ability to protect herself sexually are absent in her relationships. As we shall see from 

other respondents as well, the link between IPV and inability to practice HIV-preventative 

behaviors may stem more from the joint underlying causes of each – namely unequal gender 

power – that from anywhere more direct. 

 Yet other participants did suggest that IPV and HIV-preventative behavior are linked by 

more than underlying gender inequalities and that these phenomena interact in a more nuanced 

and dynamic fashion. For example, Andile, although not straightforwardly addressing how IPV 

directly impacts a woman’s ability to practice safe sex, focuses on other factors shaping this 

ability. Yet these factors, according to Andile’s narrative, are nearly identical to those which he 

previously identified as shaping and possibly leading to intimate partner violence. Andile claims, 

for example, that a man’s payment of lobola, which he had cited as one explanation for IPV 

perpetration (through a male’s sense of ownership) similarly limits a woman’s sexual power as 

“women always have less power.” We thus see that not only might IPV and an inability to 

practice safe sex stem from similar sources, but additionally that IPV might deepen these 
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inequalities and power differentials and re-inscribe dominant gender roles, further raising the 

barriers to female preventative behaviors. 

 Other participants link a woman’s experience of intimate partner violence and HIV-

preventative behaviors more directly. Each of these participants, sometimes inadvertently, 

explains how these phenomena are caused by similar factors, and they see the link between the 

two mainly through IPV’s emphasis on inequality and gender power differentials – the same 

common causal factors noted above. In fact, many of these narratives highlight some of the same 

dynamics and causal explanations explored in the previous chapter. More specifically, multiple 

participants note how a woman’s suggestion of condom use or refusal of sex can result in 

accusations of infidelity, which we saw earlier are themselves often linked to both gender 

inequalities and IPV perpetration. Thus the relationship between IPV and safe sex practices is far 

from simple or unidirectional, but rather predicated on larger norms and power dynamics in a 

relationship. 

 Dumi explains how a woman might react in an abusive relationship – “Due to this pain, 

this infliction of pain, this fear that you have of him, you fear to even tell him to do something, 

like use a condom, because the moment you do that he’ll start questioning you as to why.” 

Furthermore, he claims this is only the case if the man is “abusive.” Thus, we see that Dumi 

connects the “fear” created in an abusive relationship, something which we saw previously in 

both Lihle’s and Gugu’s narratives of IPV victimization, to the limitations placed on a woman’s 

agency. Additionally, Dumi hints that accusations of infidelity play a role in the sexual 

negotiation process. Finally, Dumi connects past experiences of abusive relationships to later 

sexual relationships, explaining, “but if you are coming from a relationship which was abusive, if 

you experienced that in your life, you feel like if you ask him to do something, he’ll hit you.” 
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Lihle also explains how the narrative or accusation of a woman’s infidelity acts to curtail 

a woman’s agency in sexual decision-making. She explains, “When you say the boy must put a 

condom, he usually thinks maybe you’re sleeping around…he thinks maybe you’re guilty of 

something.” Again, the allusions to a woman’s supposed infidelity reemerge. 

Similarly, Gugu explains how physical intimate partner violence virtually obliterates a 

woman’s control over sexual relations. She explains how a woman in a violent relationship 

trying to protect herself sexually, saying,  

 
She would never take that chance [ask her partner to use a condom]. At the end 
it becomes you’ll get beaten up. He’ll say, “why all of a sudden would you say 
we must use a condom?” You know it goes back to that again, I can’t be like 
baba [her current partner] and all of a sudden just because I suspect that he’s 
cheating and I come to him and I say, “condom, baba.” No. any man would do 
that. “Why all of a sudden? Is it you?” he would change it again and say, 
because you said it, it means you are the one that’s cheating.” And even if he 
knows that you know, it doesn’t matter, he won’t use a condom and you would 
have to have sex. 
 
 

This passage is particularly striking because of the way that it illustrates how the dynamics 

inherent in any intimate relationship – even a non abusive one – can limit a woman’s ability to 

protect herself. Earlier, Gugu discussed how her current partner, who she refers to here as 

“baba,” has never and would never perpetrate intimate partner violence. Yet, she finds a 

woman’s limitations on sexual decision-making and condom negotiation extend even to such a 

relationship. In fact, Gugu implies that a woman might be more able to protect herself with less 

regular partners, but this possibility is precluded with serious intimate relationships. In doing so, 

Gugu further suggests the complexities of sexual negotiation within an intimate relationship, and 

she points to important implications for sexual health and HIV-prevention. While IPV may have 

important implications for a woman’s ability to protect herself sexually and may impact a 

woman’s control over sexual decision making, the underlying gender norms and power 
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differentials, which also exist in relationships where IPV is absent, may in fact play a more 

central role in determining a woman’s sexual health. 

The narratives presented surrounding a woman’s ability to practice HIV-preventative 

behaviors merely scratch the surface of a critical public health issue – how intimate partner 

violence plays affects a woman’s sexual health and specifically the practice of safe sex. The 

discourses constructed suggest that although IPV may limit a woman’s control in sexual 

decision-making, this sexual power is also subject to influence from social norms and gender 

power differentials, which underlie many relationships. We see that these larger contextual 

factors actually may play a more important role than IPV itself in determining a woman’s control 

over her own sexual health. Yet, as seen throughout this paper, social context and gender norms 

are inextricable from IPV – as they are causes and results of the phenomenon. Consequently, 

even narratives that minimize the importance of IPV in sexual health, instead emphasizing these 

other dynamics, are indirectly also pointing to the significance of IPV in the realm of sexual 

health. Thus, these narratives underline the complexities involved in understanding a woman’s 

ability to practice HIV-preventative behaviors and protect herself sexually. They highlight the 

centrality of IPV and social context in shaping these practices, and they underscore the need to 

further explore this area, especially given the narratives presented in this paper that stress that 

IPV cannot be examined outside of the social context and larger gender norms. 
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CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSION 

 
Findings 

 Interview participants strongly supported my expectation that residents of Cato Manor 

perceive that intimate partner violence is pervasive within their community. There was some 

disagreement among the participants about the change in levels of IPV occurrence over time and 

across generations. Although multiple programs and informal educational initiatives have 

attempted to address IPV in South Africa, not all participants believed that these initiatives had 

led to a decrease in rates of IPV over time. In fact, some participants argue that IPV is more 

common among younger generations than older ones. This discrepancy, however, can likely be 

explained by the differential expression of IPV between different age groups, with younger 

generations being less private about the subject. Thus, the perception of levels of IPV occurrence 

over time and across generations may be skewed by the fact that IPV is more overt, even 

occurring in public, among younger generations. This finding is important both in gaining an 

understanding of perceptions of IPV occurrence and in shedding light on possible changes in the 

acceptance and normalization of the phenomenon. Furthermore, while perceptions of IPV 

occurrence have significant implications for the normalization of intimate partner abuse, the 

converse is also true. 

 Interview participants defined intimate partner violence to include multiple forms of 

abuse – physical, sexual, emotional, and financial – as I had anticipated. Participants, however, 

variably defined these individual forms of abuse, pointing to the lack of accepted terminology 

and conceptualizations of abuse within the community. In contrast, participants overwhelmingly 

identified these multiple forms of abuse as interconnected and difficult to separate both from 

each other and from underlying relationship dynamics and societal norms. In particular, 
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participants underlined the importance of gender roles and gender power differentials by 

presenting IPV in gendered language. These conceptions highlight the importance of examining 

intimate partner violence through narratives in order to gain a nuanced and contextual account of 

the phenomenon. 

 Participants presented both individual and social explanations for intimate partner 

violence. These different narratives, however, are often more linked than they first appear, with 

the individualistic explanations for abuse drawing on broader contextual realities, and societal 

explanations presented in terms of individual relationships and emotions. These causal narratives 

also firmly situate the explanations within the South African arena, connecting the occurrence of 

IPV to underlying social, economic and cultural factors, particularly gender norms. Thus, 

participants again emphasize the importance of contextualizing our understating of intimate 

partner violence.  

 Participants repeated certain causal explanations for the perpetration of IPV, all of which 

provide us with important insight into the understanding of the phenomenon within the 

community. For example many of these narratives are presented in terms of “blaming the 

victim,” reflecting and reinforcing gender roles that require female subservience and reward 

male control and dominance. Additionally, these narratives noted the importance of individual 

emotion, particularly anger, and suggest that we should pay additional attention to these factors 

in understanding IPV occurrence (as will be further noted later on). Explanations that draw on 

male anger as leading to male-perpetrated IPV often incorporated vocabulary of “blaming the 

victim” and additionally stressed the centrality of gender norms in the occurrence of IPV. In 

particular, these explanations present male anger as a result of the female intimate partner’s 

actions, which are perceived to transgress boundaries of acceptable female behavior, specifically 
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highlighting the social norms governing female involvement in multiple concurrent partnerships. 

Finally, many of these narratives suggest that intimate partner violence is not only a reaction to 

females overstepping socially prescribed boundaries, but also a means of reinforcing male 

control and asserting discipline. 

 Societal level explanations of IPV causality gave a central role to “culture,” explaining 

how South African “culture” creates a context in which IPV is widely accepted and normalized. 

Additionally, multiple participants perceived that this “culture” encompasses hegemonic gender 

and relationships norms that lead to the perpetration of IPV. Yet participants simultaneously 

suggested that culture is far from monolithic and that hegemonic definitions of masculinity and 

femininity are often met with counter-norms that oppose the acceptance and normalization of the 

hegemonic view. In fact, the pervasiveness of these counter-masculinities and femininities 

among interview participants, coupled with the apparent lack of behavioral change, suggests that 

changing social norms will not necessarily lead to a change in behavior. This challenge will be 

further addressed later on, but is important to note as we look forward.  

 Finally, participants complicated their narratives of IPV causality by incorporating the 

economic context into their explanations. More specifically, these narratives present successful 

masculinity as predicated on financial success and the ability to be the sole financial provider of 

the household. These expectations, in combination with the bleak economic reality in South 

Africa, can lead to intimate partner violence directly or through the formation of new violent and 

controlling conceptions of successful masculinity. Participants showcased through these 

discussions how economic reality and financial control interact with social norms and gender 

roles to reconstruct masculinity and femininity, emphasizing the organic nature of gender norms. 
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Overall, interview participants presented the causes of IPV perpetration as complex and 

interconnected.  

 The interview data also presented individual experiences of intimate partner violence, 

variously as perpetrators, bystanders or victims. All interview participants had experienced IPV 

in at least one of these three roles. Each narrative presented a personal experience of intimate 

partner violence, explicating individual context, emotion, and actions and echoing many of the 

findings from previous sections of this thesis. 

 Notably, narratives of IPV perpetration were limited to physical abuse. Additionally, 

the two narratives presented by perpetrators of IPV questioned the direct connection between 

gender norms, specifically constructions of masculinity, and IPV perpetration. In other words, 

the interview participants who had previously perpetrated IPV do not clearly espouse either 

hegemonic or counter hegemonic definitions of masculinity and femininity, underscoring the 

way in which multiple constructions of gender can exist simultaneously and interact with each 

other. This also suggests that interventions that aim solely at changing predominant social norms, 

in the hope that these changes might inhibit intimate partner violence, are flawed. Furthermore, 

these narratives of perpetration points to the need to examine other factors in IPV perpetration, 

such as individual emotion, and emphasize the complexity of factors leading to the occurrence of 

the phenomenon. 

 The narratives presented by bystanders of intimate partner violence are important in 

highlighting the limitations on the ability of a bystander to take meaningful action. Bystanders 

explained how social norms might advocate for bystander non-action. Furthermore, these 

narratives suggest that the effectiveness of a bystander’s actions is often predicated on the 
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emotions and actions of the victim. Additionally, bystanders point to fear of retribution by 

perpetrators of IPV as constraining their ability to take action. 

 Narratives from victims of IPV reiterated many of the important findings discussed in 

other parts of this thesis. In particular, these narratives highlighted that it is important to view the 

occurrence of IPV within the larger social, economic and cultural context. Furthermore, these 

narratives emphasized how multiple forms of abuse are intertwined with each other and 

inseparable from relationship power dynamics and gender role norms, often serving to reinscribe 

these dynamics. Finally, these narratives buttress the narratives of bystanders, who suggested 

that the victim must be ready to take action to end intimate partner violence before outside 

assistance is helpful. Yet these victims also noted a variety of constraints limiting the victim’s 

ability to address IPV either with her partner or with bystanders. 

  Finally, narratives that addressed the ability to practice HIV-preventative behaviors 

highlighted the interplay between intimate partner violence and gender role norms or gender 

inequality. Participants disagreed on the importance of intimate partner violence in and of itself 

in determining a woman’s ability to negotiate safe sex with her intimate partner. Some 

participants claimed that a woman’s difficulty in practicing HIV-preventative behaviors was not 

especially affected by IPV, but rather is the consequence of gender role norms that render the 

female powerless in sexual decision-making. Other participants, conversely, suggested that 

intimate partner violence is central in curtailing a woman’s agency in the sexual arena. Some 

participants presented this connection as predicated on underlying gender role norms discussed 

above, while others proposed that IPV itself, especially sexual IPV, could limit a woman’s 

ability to protect herself sexually. Yet these differing responses are linked, not necessarily 

contradictory at all, as both emphasize how gender roles and power dynamics can lead to 
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intimate partner violence, as well how intimate partner violence reasserts these gender 

inequalities. 

 In understanding these findings, it is essential that we recognize the limitations of this 

thesis. First, the participant sample is not necessarily representative of the community of Cato 

Manor, much less of South Africa more generally. Additionally, the data lends itself to an 

examination of group-level, as opposed to individual-level, understandings of IPV. Finally, both 

the data and the analysis primarily focus on the normative issues surrounding IPV at the expense 

of more experience-based findings. 

 
Relation to Existing Literature 

When these findings are viewed in light of the academic literature on the occurrence of 

intimate partner violence, we are led to several important conclusions. First, we see the benefits 

of using a narrative approach to understanding intimate partner violence, as this allows us to 

paint a nuanced and contextual understanding of the phenomenon. Furthermore, examining 

narratives allows us to combine multiple causal explanations of IPV and to view the occurrence 

of IPV as a complex interplay between multiple forms of abuse and larger relationships and 

power dynamics. Finally, examining the narratives of victims, perpetrators and bystanders of 

IPV presents a holistic picture of the experience of intimate partner violence that would be lost 

without a narrative approach. Using narratives not only gives us a contextual and complex 

account of IPV within the community of Cato Manor, but also allows us to understand how the 

phenomenon is perceived, understood, and given meaning. 

 Additionally, we see that it is important to examine intimate partner violence through the 

lens of socioeconomic status or economic context. This strand of the literature highlights the role 

that socioeconomic status may play in determining IPV occurrence and in shaping the experience 
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of abuse. The interview data supports the findings of this literature, noting how economic context 

and financial control is essential in understanding IPV. In particular, the interview data 

highlights the centrality of exchange relationships and gift-giving in the occurrence of intimate 

partner violence. 

 As expected from the literature, this attention to the economic context, although 

important, provides an incomplete portrayal of intimate partner violence, as it leaves out the 

broader social context in which the economic context rests. Adding the layer of gender role 

norms to the economic context enhances our understanding of IPV perpetration. Participants 

presented multiple conceptions of masculinity and femininity, including some counter to 

hegemonic constructions of gender. Finally, as suggested by the literature, viewing intimate 

partner violence with an appreciation for the broader social context allows us to combine 

multiple explanations for abuse. The findings of this thesis allow us to extend the discussion of 

how social context and gender role norms have shaped the face of intimate partner violence 

within the community of Cato Manor and perhaps within South Africa more broadly. 

 
 
Discussion 

 This thesis has emphasized the importance of social context, particular relationship power 

dynamics and gender role norms, in understanding intimate partner violence. This idea was 

presented in the literature review and was consistently supported by the interview data. Yet we 

are left questioning exactly what role this social context plays in the arena of intimate partner 

violence. 

 We have noted the necessity of viewing gender norms as organic and evolutionary. In 

particular, we have emphasized the importance of acknowledging that counter-hegemonic 
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definitions of masculinity and femininity can and do exist alongside the dominant constructions. 

The findings from the interview data largely support this assertion, showing both dominant and 

resistant conceptions of gender. This suggests that real change and conversation is occurring 

around these normative ideals. Indeed, several narratives included contrary constructions of 

gender espoused by a single individual.  

 This last finding provides an interesting commentary on both the impact of certain 

interventions and the nature of change. Educational interventions aimed at fostering discussion 

around gender are abundant in South Africa, ranging from formal programs such as COSACU to 

informal media education through entertainment like Generations. These interventions, as well 

as more general agents of social change, challenge the status quo and, over time, could lead to 

the reconstruction of gender ideology. Yet there is a substantial question regarding that extent to 

which such interventions truly change social norms.  

Jabulani, who attended a gender education program, presented himself as simultaneously 

espousing both hegemonic and counter-hegemonic definitions of masculinity, integrating both of 

these constructions into a single conception of gender. Thus it seems that at some level, social 

norms, particularly masculinity, are changing, while at other levels, they remain stagnant. 

Although interventions may act to change normative values that allow or even promote intimate 

partner violence, perhaps other contextual factors simultaneously perpetuate these harmful 

constructions. 

Furthermore, although much of this thesis has focused on the normative level as a means 

of understanding intimate partner violence, we see that a change in ideals does not necessarily 

translate into a change in actions. We must examine exactly how a change in ideals informs the 

phenomenon of IPV, especially when this ideological change is incomplete. Additionally, given 
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that the change in norms and attitudes has not led to a corresponding reduction in intimate 

partner violence, we must examine what pieces of the puzzle are impeding a measurable change 

in the occurrence of intimate partner violence.  

In addition to changing conceptions of masculinity, we have seen that women often 

possess ideas about empowerment, sometimes supported by men as well.  Women in this 

category resist hegemonic definitions of femininity, which emphasize female subservience. This 

similarly indicates an evolution of norms surrounding constructions of femininity. Yet once 

again, we fail to see that this change in the conception of femininity has had a significant impact 

on intimate partner violence. In short, this thesis has not been able to suggest how we can move 

from a change in social norms and gender ideology to meaningful, measurable change in IPV 

occurrence and experiences. Since the interview data supports the claim that change is occurring 

around these social norms, at least to some extent, we must ask how we can bridge the gap 

between ideals and actions. 

To answer this question, we need to recognize two additional factors. First, we need to 

pay attention to the importance of emotion within relationships. Of particular note is Kemper’s 

work on the connection between emotion and power or control within relationships (Kemper 

1978). This sociology of emotion could provide additional insight into the mechanisms behind 

emotions and actions within relationships, such as how power dynamics and emotions may lead 

to the perpetration of intimate partner violence (Kemper 1978). Furthermore, this attention to 

emotions could help to create a more holistic picture of the way that social norms lead to action. 

For example, the sociology of emotions suggests that interventions such as conflict or anger 

management could play an important role in enacting real change in the occurrence of intimate 

partner violence. 



125 

We also must recognize the importance of structural factors, including the larger social, 

political and economic context, in leading to intimate partner violence. Yet these factors 

generally elude interventions and instead require large-scale structural change. Perhaps these 

factors therefore are out of the realm of interventions. Nonetheless, they present real hurdles to 

achieving meaningful change in the occurrence of IPV, and they must be examined with that in 

mind. 

Finally, this thesis suggests that although gender role norms and social context are 

essential to understanding and explaining the phenomenon of intimate partner violence, 

addressing them in isolation will not lead to any meaningful change in actions. This leads us to 

those interventions that attempt to address the social norms in tandem with other issues. For 

example, the IMAGE study and the Stepping Stones program have both combined multiple 

approaches to address the occurrence of IPV (Kim et al. 2009; Jewkes et al. 2008). The IMAGE 

study integrated economic interventions (in the form of microfinance) and health interventions in 

order to successfully empower women in instances of intimate partner violence and HIV-

prevention (Kim et al. 2009). Similarly, Stepping Stones enacted a program focusing on 

increasing knowledge and awareness, while also developing behavioral and communication 

skills (Jewkes et al. 2008). This intervention, like the IMAGE study, seems to have had 

significant impact on the actions of men, including a decreased perpetration of intimate partner 

violence (Jewkes et al. 2008).  Both of these interventions may highlight the way forward in the 

arena of intimate partner violence – combining a focus on normative issues and behavioral 

change in combination. 
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Appendix A: Unstructured Interview Guide 
 
Definition and understanding of intimate partner violence and domestic abuse 

• what is considered acceptable behavior 
• are violence and abuse only defined as including physical violence 

 
Personal Experiences of Intimate Partner Violence 

• what happened? Was it persistent? Was alcohol involved? 
• How did it maker her feel 
• What did she do? Did she tell anyone? 
• How do you react to this now 

 
Community Responses - family, friends, etc. 

• How did others react? 
! Any difference based on generations? 
! Reactions of men versus women? 

• Why the reactions seen? 
• How do you react to this now? 

 
Changes in community attitudes towards IPV in lifetime? 

• Acceptability of violence and coercion? 
• Men as victims? 
• Why the behaviors seen? 

 
Access to resources and support services 

• Use of crisis centers? Use of hotlines? Counseling? 
• Police, justice system? 
• Knowledge of resources? 

 
Why do men behave that way? 

• Role of women in behavior 
• Community? 
• Resistant norms and identities? 

 
Sexual Behavior 

• Impact of IPV on condom use, sex refusal. 
• Difference between relationship power differentials and IPV in impacting 

sexual behavior. 
 
 


