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6 
ORIENTATION 

The role of religion in countering 
violence against women and girls 

Elisabet le Roux and Sandra Iman Pertek 

In Part III we explore how religion can play a role in address-
ing violence against women and girls (VAWG). Two chapters, one 
focused on Christian settings and one focused on Muslim commu-
nities, draw on empirical work conducted by the authors to unpack 
the positive roles that religion can play in countering VAWG and 
supporting survivors. Part III concludes with a refection chapter 
(Chapter 9). 

Conceptual framework: Religious resources in 
countering VAWG 

As motivated in the Introduction, Gerrie ter Haar’s four catego-
ries of religious resources are used as conceptual framework for 
organising the discussion in the two empirical chapters in this sec-
tion focusing on how religion counters VAWG. 

Religious ideas can counter VAWG in diferent ways. The 
content of people’s religious beliefs can directly oppose VAWG (e.g. 
categorically state that it is wrong), can promote principles that 
counter VAWG (e.g. gender equality, non-violence and sanctity of 
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all human life) or can be interpreted/leveraged in opposition to 
VAWG (e.g. love, respect and charity). Religious ideas can also be 
the driver behind VAWG response, translating into practical and 
spiritual support for survivors (Beaman-Hall and Nason-Clark, 
1997). Furthermore, religious ideas can motivate and strengthen 
believers to actively resist and oppose VAWG. For example, 
Raising Voices and Trócaire developed SASA! Faith, an initiative 
in which leaders, members and believers of a faith come together 
to prevent VAWG and HIV. At the core of its approach to ending 
VAWG, it inspires everyone to live the faith-based values of justice, 
peace and dignity in their intimate-partner relationships (Raising 
Voices, 2016). Sisters in Islam, a non-governmental organisation in 
Malaysia, uses the same approach by claiming the rights of Muslim 
women by using Islam as a frame of reference, identifying and pro-
moting Islamic ideas that support equality and justice (Basarudin, 
2016). In our chapters’ exploration of how religious ideas counter 
VAWG, we unpack what people actually believe and why and how 
it drives opposition to VAWG and its consequences. 

Religious practices refer to the way people behave based on 
their religious beliefs. These religious practices can directly oppose 
VAWG or be leveraged as part of opposition or resistance to VAWG. 
For example, the religious practices of reading scripture and saying 
prayers can help survivors leave violent relationships and overcome 
the trauma they have experienced. Bradley (2010), in studying vio-
lence against women in Rajasthan, found women using religious 
ritual as a source of strength and courage in responding to violence. 
The practice of seeking counselling from religious leaders has the 
potential to ensure that those experiencing unhealthy relationships 
and/or violence receive the support that they need. Chalfant et al. 
(1990) argue that this is as counselling by religious leaders “has 
something diferent to ofer in terms of (the) spiritual resources 
undergirding this type of counselling” (Chalfant et al., 1990:310). 

People form communal structures with fellow believers, and 
such religious organisation can be an important resource in 
addressing VAWG. The structure of the religious organisation 
(e.g. the leaders, the diferent sub-groups formed, such as women’s 
groups and youth groups) can be leveraged in VAWG prevention 
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and response. Religious leaders, for example, have status, normative 
authority and power to infuence people’s attitudes and behaviours 
around issues such as intimate-partner violence, sexuality, FGM/C, 
child marriage, rape and family dishonour (Tomkins et al., 2015). 
The religious organisation as a whole (e.g. a faith-based organisa-
tion) can also be instrumental in addressing VAWG. For example, 
the Baptist Community in Central Africa (a Christian church) in 
the eastern DRC runs approximately 10% of all the faith-based 
schools in the region and decided to launch an intervention to 
address sexual violence in schools. It trained staf members on how 
to use the Bible to initiate discussions on power, justice and steps to 
address sexual violence (Beasley et al., 2010). 

Finally, religious experiences can form a crucial part of 
addressing VAWG, especially when it comes to VAWG response 
and the healing journey of survivors. Prayers, dreams, visions and 
spiritual experiences, while often an ignored resource in formal 
VAWG response interventions, can form an important part of a sur-
vivor’s recovery. These experiences can play a central role in help-
ing survivors from only coping for survival, to resilient self-efcacy 
and healing (Drumm et al., 2014). In their study of 42 survivors of 
intimate-partner violence, Drumm et al. ascribed these survivors’ 
resilience dynamics to a “personal, individual understanding of and 
inner connection to a transcendent higher power God, or even 
more broadly to a ‘search for the sacred’, rather than to identif-
cation with or relationship to a religious system” (Drumm et al., 
2014:391). The value of religious experiences for survivors should 
not be underestimated. For example, Bowland et al. (2012) found 
that participants in group psychotherapy that discussed spiritual 
struggles related to abuse and developed spiritual coping resources 
had signifcantly lower depressive symptoms, anxiety and physical 
symptoms than the control group. 

Overview of Part III 

In writing Chapter 7 (“A Christian perspective: Drawing on religion 
to prevent and respond to VAWG”), Le Roux engaged in an induc-
tive analysis process with data from 14 diferent studies she was part 
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of over the past 12 years. However, Chapter 7 relies on extensive 
examples and illustrations from only four of these studies. The back-
ground, aim and methodology of two of these studies (the 2018– 
2019 study of the Anglican Mothers’ Union in Zambia and violence 
against women and children [Le Roux and Palm, 2019] and the 2010 
study on the role of African Christian churches in addressing sexual 
violence against women in confict-afected settings, conducted in 
the Democratic Republic of Congo, Rwanda and Liberia [Le Roux, 
2010, 2014]) were already discussed in Chapter 2. Therefore, more 
background and methodological details are ofered below of only 
the two studies that were not introduced in Chapter 2. 

In 2015, Tearfund and HEAL Africa started implementing a 
three-year VAWG intervention funded by UK Aid from the UK 
government under the What Works to Prevent Violence Against Women 
and Girls? Global Programme. The aim of the intervention was 
to mobilise, train and equip religious leaders to become catalysts 
within their own communities in order to address the underlying 
root causes of VAWG from a faith perspective. Implemented in 15 
villages in Ituri province in the DRC, the intervention trained, 
mentored and supported 75 religious leaders (Christian and Muslim) 
and 30 gender champions (community leaders with a willingness 
to address gender-related matters; almost always also belonging to 
a church or mosque) to address harmful attitudes, behaviours and 
social norms that drive gender inequality and VAWG. Both qual-
itative research (a panel study) and quantitative research (baseline 
and endline community surveys) accompanied the intervention. 
Le Roux was part of the team responsible for the research. The 
panel study (a qualitative, longitudinal study in which data is col-
lected from the same sample at several points in time) consisted of 
four panel visits at approximately eight-month intervals and was 
conducted with ethical clearance from Stellenbosch University’s 
Research Ethics Committee: Humanities. The panel visits started 
in July 2015, with the last one conducted in August 2017 (Le Roux, 
2018) and a thematic analysis of qualitative data conducted. The 
baseline community survey sample comprised 751 respondents, and 
at endline 1,198 respondents, all from randomly selected house-
holds in the 15 villages (Le Roux et al., 2020). 
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Channels of Hope (CoH) is one of the key methodologies used 
by World Vision for mobilising religious leaders and local religious 
communities to respond to the core issues afecting their com-
munities. CoH Gender was developed in 2008, with the gender 
‘favour’ helping participants explore gender and VAWG through 
using the Bible. In October 2013, World Vision started a fve-year, 
externally funded project entitled ‘Channels of Hope Gender Scale 
Up Project’, targeting 18 diferent countries. In 2019, Le Roux was 
asked to conduct an external evaluation of the Scale Up Project. 
The study was qualitative and a thematic analysis conducted. It 
combined 16 virtual key informant interviews, individualised 
written questionnaires for informants who preferred providing 
written responses (three in total), survey questionnaires completed 
by National Ofce representatives, document review of relevant 
World Vision documentation and a literature review of key aca-
demic literature on gender, VAWG, development and religion 
(Le Roux, 2019). The study was conducted with ethical clear-
ance from Stellenbosch University’s Research Ethics Committee: 
Humanities. 

Chapter 8 draws on the same studies outlined in Chapter 2, 
primarily Pertek’s PhD research projects in Turkey (Pertek, 2022a) 
and her experiences and learning as a practitioner at Islamic Relief 
Worldwide (IRW, 2015; Pertek et al., 2020) and with Islamic 
Relief Ethiopia (Pertek, 2020). Herein Pertek also includes the 
analysis from her PhD research in Tunisia (Pertek, 2022b). Overall, 
the chapter draws on interviews with 27 Muslim women respon-
dents from Syria (21) and Iraq (2) living in Turkey and also four 
African Muslim women temporarily staying in southern Tunisia, 
in Medenine and Zarzis: one each from Guinea, Ivory Coast, 
Sierra Leone and Sudan. All respondents were survivors of multi-
ple forms of violence and discrimination, across the continuum of 
forced migration, from pre-displacement, confict, fight and into 
refuge. Respondents in Turkey were subjected to multiple inci-
dents of domestic and extended family violence, while interview-
ees in Tunisia experienced a range of non-partner sexual violence, 
trafcking, kidnapping and modern slavery along their forced 
migration routes through the Sahel countries and Libya. Also, key 
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informant interviews with 16 practitioners working on VAWG/ 
GBV in diferent regions, local and international organisations are 
included. 

Using an integrated intersectional and ecological analysis, 
Pertek, in her studies, explored the intersection of VAWG, reli-
gion and forced displacement to identify how religion shapes dis-
placed survivors’ vulnerability and resilience to the continuum of 
gendered violence. In in-depth and semi-structured interviews 
respondents spoke about religion in response to questions concern-
ing their resilience, coping and well-being. Local and skilled inter-
preters supported the interviews in Arabic and French. Throughout 
the research, great attention was paid to ethical considerations 
with regard to working with survivors of violence to ensure that 
engagement in research does not cause any harm and to minimise 
any potential emotional risks. Respondents who required mate-
rial or psycho-social support were referred to local service provid-
ers. Furthermore, the safety of the researcher and interpreters was 
of paramount importance and was ensured by following a secu-
rity protocol and limiting the number of interviews conducted 
each day. Ethical approval was acquired from the University of 
Birmingham Humanities and Social Sciences Ethical Review 
Committee. As in Chapter 4, the names of respondents were ano-
nymised and pseudonyms were used. Systematic thematic analyses 
were deployed to process the data. Data was coded and re-coded 
following an inductive and iterative process until all themes were 
verifed, merged or broken down into smaller themes, with the 
help of thematic maps. 

The gender policy work at IRW is related to the organisation’s 
global operations. In particular, Pertek refected on the Gender 
Justice Policy of IRW (2015) and its organisational journey based 
on her experience as a gender and social development practitioner. 
The gender study, previously mentioned in Chapter 4, continues to 
inform Chapter 8. It was conducted in the Somali Regional State 
in Ethiopia, Dekasuftu Woreda, in 2015. This gender study, with 
details outlined in Chapter 2, included focus group discussions, key 
informant interviews, workshops with staf and project reports of 
Islamic Relief Ethiopia (Pertek, 2020). 
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Part III concludes with Chapter 9 (“Joint Refection”), which 
uses the two preceding empirical chapters as the starting point for 
a more general refection on the positive contribution of religion to 
VAWG prevention and response. 
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