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Critical international development researcher 

and practitioner with decade-long experience 

in sub-Saharan Africa working to decolonise 

gender-sensitive research in domestic violence, 

stressing the need for grounding the analysis in 

the belief systems, conceptual repertoires and 

languages of local communities.

Current Principal Investigator of Project 

dldl/ğ-ğ-, a project dedicated to the 

development and strengthening of religio-

culturally sensitive, domestic violence 

alleviation systems in Ethiopia, Eritrea and the 

UK.
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Background



Project dldl/ğ-ğ-

Project dldl/ğ-ğ-envisions increasing the understanding around the influence of religious 
parameters and their interface with gender, psychological and material parameters in the 
experience of domestic violence in order to inform the development of more integrated and 
effective support systems for victims and perpetrators in tradition-oriented religious societies, 
as well as their international migrant communities.

The project seeks to reverse the knowledge transfer in international development and public 
health interventions, whereby knowledge, paradigms and standards have been defined in the 
West and imposed to the rest by fostering Southern-Northern knowledge exchange and 
genuine collaboration. 

The project works through partnerships with academic and non-governmental organisationsin 
the project countries, including Aksum University (Aksum, Ethiopia), the St Frumentius Abba 
SelamaKessateBerhanTheological College (Mekelle, Ethiopia), the Ethiopian Women 
Lawyers Association (Addis Ababa, Ethiopia), the Ethiopian Orthodox Church Development 
and Inter-Church Aid Commission (Addis Ababa, Ethiopia), Diversity Resource International 
(Brighton, UK) and its sister-branch Waniney(Asmara, Eritrea), EMIRTA Research, Training 
and Development Centre (Ethiopia), the University of Bristol (Bristol, UK) and the University 
of Sheffield (Sheffield, UK).



Current state of evidence on faithfulness, marriage 

and domestic violence 
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The role of religious beliefs and spirituality in 

domestic violence 

ÅSome abusive men may have distorted understandings of religious teachings, not 

unrelated to the family environment they grew up in, which they could use to justify 

their abusiveness (Shaikh, 2007; Johnson, 2015; Nason-Clark et al., 2018, ch.3).

ÅReligious women who experience husband abuse might tend to endure and to 

forgive it, often as a direct result of how they understand and embody religious 

teachings or vernacular religious traditions (Shaikh, 2007; Merry, 2009, 68; 

Mardsen, 2014; Nason-Clark et al., ch.2).

ÅSome female victims may resort to religious beliefs to condemn the abuse and 

through their ordeals may acquire a more justice-oriented understanding of their 

faith, helping them to address the harmful situation (Shaikh, 2007; Johnson, 2015).

ÅIn societies where dominant religious traditions were preceded by folklore belief 

systems, religious influences often co-exist with other beliefs about the spiritual 

world, which can deter or incite violent behaviour with oneôs intimate partner in 

intricate ways (e.g. McClusky, 2001; Istratii, 2020).
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Theological and exegetical traditions matter

ÅThese trends have been reported in works from Catholic, Protestant or Evangelical 

Christian communities and some Muslim societies, but with distinct variations 

(each tradition enables different kinds of discourses, providing weaker or stronger 

possibilities for using religious idiom to justify folklore norms and practices).

ÅWithin Eastern or so-called óOrientalô Orthodox Christian societies, albeit cross-

cultural variations, theology has been generally understood as being co-substantial 

with praxis. However, due to historical and political developments, and the 

accommodating nature of this faith vis-à-vis pre-existing belief systems, the routine 

embodiments of the faithful should not be equated to theological teachings.

ÅSome pernicious attitudes could reflect a lack of theological literacy in the 

community of adherents, or emphasis on values that appear also to be prioritised 

within the faith (such as the family, marriage or female virginity).

ÅNeed to understand religious traditions in reference to their distinct theological and 

exegetical premises as experienced historically. 
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The role of clergy and religious personnel

ÅVictimised women in religious communities tend to share their ordeals with clergy, 

although they may minimize the seriousness of the situation because of shame, guilt 

or other reasons (Hamid and Jayakar, 2015; Nason-Clark et al., 2018, 36).

ÅClergy responses may be inappropriate and could contribute to a perpetuation of the 

harmful situation (Shaikh, 2007; Nason-Clark et al., 2018, 39-40) due to clergyôs 

limited exposure to IPV and how best to respond, insufficient seminary training, 

own attitudes that might lead to the minimisation of the problem, heightened sense 

of responsibility to preserve marriage, or inability to apply religious teachings to 

advise the victimised party or counsel the abuser (Johnson, 2015).

ÅOn the other hand, it has been demonstrated that faith leaders and clergy can be 

positively influential and that the majority do try to support victimised parties, 

albeit often acting in ways that can be counterproductive (Nason-Clark et al., 2018).

ÅTheological support could help both victims and offenders of domestic abuse 

address emotional and psychological disturbances (Davies and Dryer, 2014) .
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Relationship between religious and marital/family 

parameters

o A study with adults in the US found that regular religious attendance was inversely 

associated with the perpetration of domestic violence. Among men, this protective 

effect was evident only among weekly attenders, whereas among women, the 

protective effect also surfaced among monthly attenders (Ellison and Anderson, 

2001).

o In another study, religious beliefs and practices among American Catholic and 

Orthodox Christian families (such as prayer and attending worship services) were 

related to seeking forgiveness and to resolving conflict in order to build and 

maintain unified and harmonious family relationships (White et al., 2018).

o A study that examined how Evangelical Christian womenôs marital satisfaction was 

related to religiosity (i.e., religious commitment and sanctification of marriage) 

found that greater levels of religious commitment and sanctification predicted 

marital satisfaction (Davis et al., 2018).

o Another study that explored correlations between marital sanctity, relationship 

maintenance, and marital quality found that oneôs own belief in the sanctity of oneôs 

marriage was associated with oneôs reported engagement in relational maintenance 

behaviours (Stafford, 2016).
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Parenting, attachment styles and personality 

disorders

ÅAttachment theory holds that early childhood relations with parents mediate 

how children create relationships with peers and with intimate partners later 

in life (Bowlby, 1969; 1980; Ainsworth et al., 1978).

ÅAdult attachment profiles are often classified as secure and insecure, with 

insecurity presenting both fearful/anxious and avoidant types. Individuals 

with anxious attachment types are generally insecure about losing the 

attachment figure, while individuals with avoidant attachment types consider 

attachment futile, downplay the importance of intimacy and prioritise their 

independence.

ÅAttachment insecurity has been increasingly related to the development of 

personality disorders characterised by borderline traits and/or anti-social 

behaviour, and a reduced sense of empathy, which refers to the capacity to 

understand emotions (such as distress or pain) felt by others and to adapt to 

those appropriately (Schaffer, Clark and Jeglic, 2009; Howe, 2013).
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Attachment models, faith and marital behaviour

ÅStudies have suggested that individual reliance on and appraisal of God as 

an attachment figure is not unrelated to attachment models that individuals 

develop through relationships with other humans in their life (Birgegard

and Granqvis, 2004; Hall et al., 2009).

ÅMoreover, studies have found associations between attachments insecurity, 

marital functioning and the likelihood of psychological and physical 

violence. For example, avoidant attachment, mediated by some personality 

disorder, has been associated with psychological and physical violence, and 

anxious attachment with psychological violence (Mauricio, Tein and 

Lopez, 2007). On the other hand, it has been reported that attachment 

avoidance can be less detrimental to marital functioning when the 

individual use more positive religious coping strategies (Pollard, Riggs and 

Hook, 2014).
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The ethnographic study in northern Ethiopia
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