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Abstract 

 
The paper explained how sexual and gender-based violence is a recurring problem whenever 

conflicts erupted. A conceptual definition of sexual and gender-based violence has been especially 

elucidated and a theoretical framework of gender inequalities and identities theory and violence as 

a continuum approach in understanding the grounds that modelled the why for sexual and gender-

based violence has been explicated. The myths concerning sexual violence in conflict; the 

unfulfilled and uncontrollable sexual urges of soldiers, and the breakdown of ordinary social rules 

and norms in a chaotic conflict situation has also been discussed. Main categories of wartime 

sexual violence; recreational rape, national security rape and systematic mass rape were also 

discussed. Psychological traumas, depression, anxiety, sleeping difficulties and nightmares, 

apathy and suicidal tendencies are also highlighted as consequences of sexual and gender-based 

violence. Suggestions given to stop sexual and gender-based violence should include attempt to 

further incorporate the dynamics of masculinity and femininity. 

 

Introduction 

 

In the recent years many parts of Nigeria have witnessed conflicts; either 

communal, religious or/and political, and as always, these conflicts are flecked 

with rampant abuses that characterize the dark benign other nature of humans. 

During such kind of conflicts, children and “women are particularly vulnerable, 

due to disadvantages both economically and politically, as well as an inferior 

social status as a result of unequal gender roles” (Cannon, 2012). Nigeria not 

being an exception, many incidences have been documented where women were 

directly violated or exposed to violence. A good example is the case of the 

abduction of the 200 Chibok Girls in Borno state, a situation that has still defied 

solution. 
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Thus, an understanding of Gender-based Violence (GBV) is important. It is 

violence that is perpetrated against an individual based on their socially prescribed 

gender roles, expectations and norms. While GBV largely affects women and girls 

because of their socially subordinate status in relation to men and boys it is 

acknowledged that men and boys are also victims of violence because of their 

gender roles and expectations linked to ideas of masculinity. GBV infringes on 

victims/survivors human rights and reinforces the inequities between men and 

women often leaving life-long physical and emotional scars and sometimes 

resulting in death (Gender-Based Violence Training Manual, 2013). 

 

Gender-based violence (GBV)is an umbrella term for any harmful act that is 

perpetrated against a person’s will, and that is based on socially ascribed (gender) 

differences betweenmales and female. GBV in not synonymous for violence 

against women and girls even though it is widely recognized that GBV is 

normally perpetrated against women and girls by men and boys. This 

acknowledgment of men and boys as the predominant perpetrators of GBV does 

not exclude them as victims of GBV as well. Even though GBV, often get used 

interchangeable with violence against women, this is not the definition of the 

term. This fluidity of use however speaks to the subordinate role of women in 

society, which often leaves them as victims. There are many forms of GBV and 

most commonly, they are categorized to include: sexual violence, sexual 

exploitation and abuse (SEA), domestic violence, economic violence and 

emotional violence(Gender-Based Violence Training Manual, 2013). 

 

While many people think of gender-based violence in terms of physical violence, 

there are other forms of violence, which maintain the unequal power dynamics. 

GBV can be psychological, sexual, emotional, or economic violence. It involves 

not only direct force, but also threats, intimidation and coercion. Violence does 

not have to be direct to be effective. The threat of violence can have a devastating 

impact on people’s lives and the choices and decisions they make. 

 

Sexual and gender-based violence (SGBV) is not a new element of armed conflict, 

but has during the past decade received unprecedented attention, resulting in a 

new discourse on the definitions and perceptions of such violence. Rather than 

just being regarded as an unfortunate but inevitable by-product of war, the 

definition of sexual violence in conflict has expanded and shifted towards the 

perception of a targeted and organized strategy of war (Card, 1996, Seifert, 1996, 

Meger, 2010 & Bartels, Scott, Mukwege, Van Rooyen & Leaning, 2010). 

 

Thus, WHO maintains that Conflict-related sexual violence includes any form of 

psychological or physical sexual comments and acts or attempts of sexual acts 

(WHO, 2003, p.6); “rape, sexual slavery, forced prostitution, forced pregnancy, 
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enforced sterilization or any other form of sexual violence of comparable gravity 

against women, men or children” (UN, 2012).  

 

The Myth about Sexual and Gender-Based Violence 

 

Lang (2013) pointed out that according to Meger (2010), there are two common 

myths concerning sexual violence in conflict; the unfulfilled and uncontrollable 

sexual urges of soldiers, and the breakdown of ordinary social rules and norms in 

a chaotic conflict situation. However, when looking closer at sexual and gender-

based violence in conflict, the complexity and interdependent factors of such 

violence are revealed. Sexual and gender-based violence can take many forms and 

occur in a variety of different situations. It can be used not only as a strategic 

weapon to gain political power, but also as a reward and motivation for soldiers, 

as a way to torture, humiliate and displace individuals and whole communities, 

and as a biological weapon by deliberately spreading sexually transmitted diseases 

(St. Germain, 2012).  

 

Seifert (1996) claims that the somewhat simplistic notion of sexual violence as an 

inevitable and natural part of conflict has prevented a deeper understanding of 

such occurrences. In her work, she argues that such war crimes need to be 

analyzed within contexts of culture and symbols of the nation state and gender 

structures. It is difficult to draw generalizations from the occurrence of wartime 

sexual violence, since the use of it varies significantly in different contexts and 

among different actors (Meger, 2010).  

 

Theoretical Framework 

 

Lang (2013) showed that the gender inequalities and identities theory and violence 

as a continuum approach offer a framework to look at the similarities and nexus 

between ‘peacetime’ and wartime sexual and gender-based violence presented in 

this study. Connected to the social, economic and cultural structures of a society, 

gender inequality can refer to a range of issues and take on many forms. 

Generally, women are less favored socially, politically and economically 

compared to men. Women tend to get paid less than men for the same work, or 

traditionally have jobs that are valued lower than those of men. Gender inequality 

is also evident when considering that boys generally receive more and higher 

education than girls, and that women make up two-thirds of all illiterate people in 

the world (Lorber, 2010).  
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Kinds and Types of Sexual and Gender-based Violence  

 

Sexual and gender-based violence, both inside and outside the context of war, 

entails more than what constitutes as rape. It incorporates a range of different acts 

and can serve many purposes (Lang, 2013). An example is in Democratic 

Republic of Congo where “not only sexual violence, but also other forms of 

extreme violence such as cannibalism, butchery and torture have reportedly been 

used to terrify and oppress civilians” (Eriksson Baaz and Stern, 2008).  

 

Since the types of acts as well as the contexts and frequency of sexual violence 

vary greatly in different conflicts around the world, this makes it difficult to 

holistically understand and account for the factors and mechanisms behind this 

occurrence. Sexual violence has been equaled with torture, in that it is an 

intentional act aimed at inflicting enormous pain and annihilation of a person’s 

identity (Seifert (1996). Torture is often characterized by extreme, and what can 

be seen as futile, violence, in which the agony and pain of the victim is translated 

into power of the torturer. In this sense, acts of sexual violence are ultimately an 

expression of torture, a most intimate violation of a person’s body, identity and 

dignity.  

 

According to Lang (2013) the Feminist Cynthia Enloe distinguishes between three 

main categories of wartime sexual violence; recreational rape, national security 

rape and systematic mass rape.  

 

Recreational rape, contains the notion of a biological urge for sexual release as a 

driving force behind the act. 

 

National security rape, is used both locally and nationally by military groups and 

governments as a form of punishment and humiliation of women who, by 

opposing or challenging ordinary norms of femininity and masculinity, are seen as 

a threat to national security and identity.  

 

Systematic mass rape can be used to humiliate and feminize certain ethnic or 

enemy groups by attacking their women, and thus attacking their national identity. 

It is based in “gendered nationalist discourses” and used in genocides such as in 

Rwanda and the former Yugoslavia (Eriksson Baaz and Stern, 2009).  

 

Enloe argues that the strategic use of sexual violence in conflict is often more 

prevalent when notions of gendered labor divisions are maintained by the groups 

exercising such violence (Meger, 2010 and Eriksson Baaz and Stern, 2009). Thus, 

Enloe claims that in settings in which gender roles are perceived as noticeably 
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divided and women have a clear and often submissive role, the use of sexual 

violence is likely to be more common.  

 

The belief in the notion of an urge for men’s sexual release as a rationale behind 

sexual violence is discussed and problematized by several feminists (Enloe, 1990; 

2000 in Eriksson Baaz and Stern, 2009; Seifert, 1996; Meger, 2010). Seifert 

(1996, p.36) dismisses claims of sexual violence in conflict as an uncontrollable 

sexual urge, and argues for studies which have shown that “whether there is an 

irrepressible urge or not and what consequences it has, seems more likely to 

depend on the social conditions and on the construction of sexuality prevailing in 

a particular time and culture, which, in turn, has a considerable impact on the 

psyche and the emotional balance of the individual”.  

 

Thus, it has been argued that rape is an aggressive rather than sexual act. Although 

strictly biological explanations of sexual urges are rarely used as a viable 

explanation anymore, this ‘rape myth’ (Meger, 2010: 120) can at times still serve 

as an excuse for sexual violence as a natural occurrence in conflict. However, 

looking at existing statistics showing the disproportionate number of civilian 

casualties compared to military casualties in 20th-century conflicts makes it 

difficult to assume that it is merely a peripheral and unintended side-effect of 

fighting, rather than an implemented tactic (Seifert, 1996).  

 

The Consequences of Sexual and Gender-based Violence 

 

Sexual and gender-based violence have a great impact on people and entire 

communities. Not only do many survivors suffer grave physical damage, but 

people who are exposed to sexual violence also experience psychological traumas, 

which often result in a negatively changed perception of a person’s self image and 

social identity. Depression, anxiety, sleeping difficulties and nightmares, apathy 

and suicidal tendencies, are some commonly reported symptoms from survivors in 

the former Yugoslavia. In many places and cultures, social stigmatization is 

attached to this issue, and this has effects on the survivor’s role and value in the 

community, which often leads to exclusion and a lowered social status and 

intrinsic value as a person (Josse, 2010 & Seifert, 1996). 

 

Women are particularly vulnerable, due to disadvantages both economically and 

politically, as well as an inferior social status as a result of unequal gender roles 

(Cannon, 2012). However, this does not mean that men are not affected; men and 

boys are also victims of sexual violence in conflict. Such violence is often, but not 

always, directed towards a particular group of men, as a strategy to gain political 

and military power by humiliating, intimidating and displacing targeted groups 

(Adhiambo-Onyango & Hampanda, 2011: 237-238). Further, a study by Kelly, 
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Kabanga, Cragin, Alcayna-Stevens, Haider & Vanrooyen (2012) shows that men 

also feel shame and stigmatization when women in their family are exposed to 

sexual violence, and that they often feel emasculated and unable to protect their 

spouse or family member. 

 

The consequences of GBV are fast and one of the most significant social outcome 

is the stigma and the blame the victim must endure, especially after sexual 

violence. Survivors often feel extreme shame, and this shame may prevent them 

from disclosing their abuse to others or seeking the help they need. This results in 

even greater psychological and emotional suffering to the survivor and often 

influences the behaviour of those who should be helping. The survivor may also 

be forced to endure other forms of violence because of the sexual violence – for 

example a young girl forced to go through secret society initiation because she is 

no longer a virgin.  

 

There are also the obvious and the less obvious health consequences. These 

consequences depend on the type and severity of the incidence but can include but 

are not limited to: acute injury, shock, infectious disease, physical disabilities, 

infant and maternal mortality, and a host of others (Gender-Based Violence 

Training Manual, 2013).  

 

Suggestions 

 

As has been pointed out by Lang (2013), attempts to stop sexual and gender-based 

violence should further incorporate the dynamics of masculinity and femininity, 

and the ways in which these dynamics are exaggerated and affected in the conflict, 

but also challenge the unequal pre-existing and underlying gender norms that 

allow men to maintain superior status over women. Doing this entails the 

inclusion of both women and men in order to reshape gender dynamics and 

structures that enable and maintain violence, discrimination and impunity in the 

presence as well as absence of war.  

 



Sokoto International Journal of Counselling Psychology, Vol. 4 (1): January, 2016 

 33 

Reference 

 

Adhiambo-Onyango, M. & Hampanda, K. (2011). Social Constructions of 

Masculinity and Male Survivors of Wartime Sexual Violence: an 

Analytical Review. International Journal of Sexual Health, [e-article] 23 

(4): 237-247. 

 

Bartels, S.; Scott, J.; Mukwege, D.; Lipton, R.; Van Rooyen, M. & Leaning, J. 

(2010). Patterns of sexual violence in Eastern Democratic Republic of 

Congo: Reports from survivors presenting to Panzi Hospital in 2006. 

Conflict and Health, [e-article] 4 (9). 

 

Cannon, P. (2012). A Feminist Response to Rape as a Weapon of War in Eastern 

Congo.Peace Review: A Journal of Social Justice, [e-article] 24 (4): 478-

483. 

 

Card, C. (1996). Rape as a Weapon of War.Hypatia, [e-journal] 11 (3): 5-18. 

 

Eriksson Baaz, M. & Stern, M. (2008). Making Sense of Violence: Voices of 

Soldiers in the Congo (DRC). The Journal of Modern African Studies, [e-

article] 46 (1): 57-86. 

 

Eriksson Baaz, M. & Stern, M. (2009). Why Do Soldiers Rape? Masculinity, 

Violence and Sexuality in the Armed Forces in the Congo 

(DRC).International Studies Quarterly, [e-article] 53: 495-518. 

 

Gender-Based Violence Training Manual, Restless Development (2013). Author. 

 

Josse, E. (2010). ‘They came with two guns’: the consequences of sexual violence 

for the mental health of women in armed conflicts. International Review of 

the Red Cross, [e-article] 92 (877): 177-195. 

 

Kelly, J.; Kabanga, J.; Cragin, W.; Alcayna-Stevens, L.; Haider, S. &Vanrooyen, 

M. J. (2012). ‘If your husband doesn’t humiliate you, other people won’t’: 

Gendered attitudes towards sexual violence in eastern Democratic 

Republic of Congo. Global Public Health, [e-article] 7 (3): 285-298. 

 

Lang, L. (2013). Gender Dynamics in Peace and Conflict: A Critical Study on 

Sexual Violence in the Democratic Republic of Congo. A Thesis, 

Department of Sociology, University of Lund, Swede. 



Understanding Sexual and Gender-Based Violence in Conflicts: Notes for Counsellors 

 34 

Meger, S. (2010). Rape of the Congo: Understanding sexual violence in the 

conflict in the Democratic Republic of Congo. Journal of Contemporary 

African Studies, [e-article] 28 (2): 119-135. 

 

Seifert, R. (1996). The Second Front – The Logic of Sexual Violence in 

Wars.Women’s Studies International Forum, [e-article] 19: 35-43. 

 

St.Germain, T. (2012). Sexual Violence and Armed Conflict: Gender, Society and 

the State. Wagadu: Journal of Transnational Women’s and Gender 

Studies, [e-article] 10: 1-15. 


