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Abstract

This article examines sexual and gender-based violence in Nigeria with particular emphasis on

rape, female genital mutilation, domestic violence, forced marriage and trafficking among others.

This paper adopted doctrinal and empirical research method. The results show that there are

serious consequences of this notorious sexual and gender-based violence particularly to the girls

and women such as health implications to girls and women and in the loss of productivity as a

result of injury and discrimination. It is recommended that government should provide free legal

services for the victims and free medical laboratories among others for the easy testing of

victims and prosecution of the perpetrators while intensive sensitization programmes should be

both in print and electronic media to ensure that the awareness of sexual and gender-based

violence permeates the grassroots.
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1.1 Introduction

The United Nations Declaration on the Elimination of Violence Against Women

definedsGender-based Violence as "any act of 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 private life1" Sexual

and gender- based violence constitute a breach of fundamental rights to

life, liberty, the dignity of human person equality between women and men, non-discrimination

and physical and mental integrity.

Sexual and Gender-based violence affects women in Nigeria irrespective of age, class,

educational level and place of residence. Gender-based violence is perhaps one of the most

terrifying illustrations of inequality between males and females. Women are more at risk from

violence than men in all sections of society. This is because of the differential act to prestige,

freedom to obtain knowledge and other basic needs of life among

the gender. Violence against women is entrenched in the family, institutionalized by the social

structure and driven by patriarchal arrangement, or class/gender stratification2.

1 International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCCPR), Preamble and Articles 2,6,7 and 9;
African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights, Article 2,4,5,6 and 18; Convention on the Elimination of
all forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) and the Protocol to the ACHPR on the Rights of
Women in Africa (the Maputo Protocol) Articles 2,3 and 4.

2 H.I Bassa, Domestic Violence and Women's Right in Nigeria' (2009) 4(2), Societies
Without Borders, <https://schorlarlycommons.law.casc.edu /swb'vol.4iss26 accessed 28
August, 2025
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Violence against girls and women is a persistent and universal problem that occurs globally

across all geographical regions and social strata. Sexual and gender-based violence is not solely

an issue that affects women and girls, men and boys can also be victims and vulnerable to this

kind of violence. However, such acts are predominantly committed against women and girls.

Sexual and gender-based violence starts with inequality between men and women but also an

intersection of various factors such as age, gender, race, disability, religion or belief, political or

other opinion, national, or ethnic or origin, birth, sex, and other that may give rise to any form of

discrimination and social inequalities.

Most investigations of domestic violence have centered on men as the perpetrators of violence;

however, this is not to deny that cases of men being victims of domestic violence do not exist. It

has been reported that men have their share of adverse consequences of domestic violence3.

1.2 Conceptual Clarification of Terms/Definitions

1.2.1 Domestic Violence

Domestic violence which is also referred to as violence in intimacy or family violence can be

simply defined as the use and/or abuse of power and authority by force or show of force, with the

3 O. Oladepo, O. B. Yusuf and O.S. Arulogun (eds), Factors Influencing Gender- Based
Violence among Men and Women in Selected States in Nigeria (201)15(4) African
Journal of Reproductive Health
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intent inflicting not only physical or psychological pain, but also humiliation and degradation in

the family4.

The general attitude and common belief are that the family is the heaven haven of love, security,

safety and tranquility. However, the family is a site where apart from love and care, a lot of

oppression, violence and exploitation also occur and the victims are often women5.

Article 2a of the UN Draft Declaration on Elimination of Violence Against Women, defines

domestic violence as: Physical, sexual and psychological violence occurring in the family,

including battering, sexual abuse of female children in the household, dowry-related violence,

marital rape, female genital mutilation and other traditional practices harmful to women, non-

spousal violence, violence related to exploitation6.

Domestic violence refers to violence within the home. It is carried out mostly against women and

children. These violent acts include rape, (forced sex), physical abuse, verbal abuse, incest;

female genital mutilation (FGM), denial of food, denial of time for relaxation, forced marriage

and child marriage. These act of domestic violence contravenes the fundamental rights

provisions contained in the constitution for instance" right to life7 and all the basic civil and

political freedom including freedom of association8, assembly, expressions9 and religion10 and

4 J Effah-Chukwuma andN Osarenren, Beyond Boundaries: Violence Against Women in
Nigeria (Project Alert on Violence Against Women, 2001) 66
5 Ibid
6 Ibid
7 Section 38 of CFRN 1999 as amended
8 Section 40 of CFRN (1999) as amended
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freedom from discrimination11. The United Nation

Commissions Draft Declaration of 1992 defines violence against women

as: "Any act of gender based violence that results in or is likely in physical, sexual or

psychological harm or suffering to women, including threats of such acts as coercion or arbitrary

deprivation of liberty whether occurring in public or private life12. Domestic violence constitutes

a violation of women's human rights. It contravenes the fundamental rights provisions contained

in the constitution: for instance, the right to life13 and all basic civil and political rights including

freedom of association, assembly, expression and worship and freedom from discrimination.

Preliminary results from a World Health Organisation (WHO) multi-country study on women's

health and domestic violence indicate that "in some parts of the world as many as one-half of

women have experienced domestic violence14. Shija15 reports that here in Nigeria, an average of

300-500 women are killed every year by their husbands, former partners, boyfriends, or male

relations. Most times the incidences are considered family feuds, which should be treated within

9 Section 39 of CFRN 1999 as amended
10 Section 38 of CFRN 1999 as amended
11 Section 42 of CFRN 1999 as amended
12 Section 37 of CFRN 1999 as amended
13 Note 8
14 L Heise, 'Ending Violence against Women', Population Report Series L, Information

program (1999): See also H
15 Ibid
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the family. Most police refuse to intervene and advise the victims to go back home and settle

"family matters16”.

Early forced marriage: This is another form of gender-based violence. Early marriage is the act

of giving out a female child for marriage at a very tender age, mostly when the girl knows

nothing about her right. In Nigeria and indeed some parts of Africa, early marriage comes in the

form of child betrothal and this involves marrying a girl child out immediately after she is

delivered17. There is a statutory provision in Nigeria prohibiting child marriage. Section 21 of the

Child Rights Act (2003) (CRA) which has been domesticated in most of the states in Nigeria

states that "no person under the age of 18 years is capable of contracting a valid marriage, and

accordingly, a marriage so contracted is null and void and of no effect whatsoever18. It is an

offence to betroth a child and it is liable to a fine or imprisonment or both fine and

imprisonment19.

1.2.3 Female genital mutilation: This is a broad term applied to a range of practices involving

the removal of all parts of the clitoris and other external genitalia. In its most severe form, it is

known as "infibulations" in which both the clitoris and both labia' are removed and the two sides

of the vulva are sown together leaving only a small opening to allow urine and menstrual period

to pass. It is also known as the "narrowing of the vagina opening through the creation of a

16 Ibid
17 S Aaron, 'Beast of Burden,' Women Aid Collective (WACOL) [2003] Action Women
Quarterly. l: see also HI Bassa, (n2)

18 Section 21 of Child Rights Act (2003)
19 Section 23(d) of Child Rights Act (2003)
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covering seal. The seal is formed by cutting and repositioning the "labia minora" or "labia

majord' sometimes through stitching with or without removal of the clitoris (clitoridectomy)20.

Female Genital Mutilation (FGM) is a reproductive health and human rights concern that has

devastating impacts on the lives of women and girls. The reasons behind the harmful practice are

that it prevents promiscuity in women, controls female sexuality and preserves the virginity of

young girls until marriage21. Usually, these mutilations are executed with blunt and non-sterile

instruments in very unhygienic circumstances. It is an offence for anybody who makes or cause

any tattoos or skin mark to be made on a child22. FGM lies at the intersection of very sensitive

issues: patriarchy, gender roles, women's reproduction, and men's perceptions of women's

sexuality23. FGM is also a clear example of gender-based violence that is sustained by women

performing the practice. In an overview and exploration by UNICEF, the most frequently cited

reason for supporting FGM was 'social' acceptance and this was also the benefit of FGM most

commonly reported24.

1.2.4 Widowhood and inheritance: This form of violence against women is in societies which

have little regard for the role and place of the women particularly when the husband dies25. Here,

she is deprived of all family property immediately after her husband dies. In some societies she

20 DNEPA (2014) United Nations Population Fund ((VNFPA) (2014) Implementation of the International
and Regional Human Rights Framework for the Elimination of Female Genital Mutilation
21 H.I. Bassa, (n2)
22 Section 24 of Child Rights Act (2003)
23 Available online at <http://www.unfpa.org/webdav/site/global/shared/document
events/2013/UNFPA%20Bookle%20Culture EN.pdf accessed 28 August, 2025
24 Ibid
25 Ibid (n2)
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is expected to mourn her husband through acts that inflict physical and psychological violence

and torture. For example, violent shaving of her head, making her drink the water used to bath

the corpse of her deceased husband or making her sleep with the corpse alone in a bedroom

overnight, all in an attempt to prove her innocence26.' Among the lgbo of Eastern Nigeria,

women are subjected to the performance of some dehumanizing rites on the death of their

husbands. In some places the woman affected is not allowed to take a bath, comb her hair,

change her dress or even leave her compound for a period ranging from twenty to forty days27.

1.2.5 Human trafficking: Trafficking in human beings is about girls and women, boys and men,

that is done in an organized way, with or without consent, are transported to another region or

abroad to provide for exploitation so that actors between the client and the victims profit from

this28. Interpol calls trafficking in human beings a 'multi-billion-dollar' crime, constituting

modern day slavery29. These women suffer emotional and physical abuse, they also suffer the

risk of infection with all kinds of dreadful diseases like HIV/AIDS which is common and

alarming among commercial sex workers. And when they are sick and unable to work, they are

also abandoned or discarded by their abductors30. It involves using deception, coercion and

threats in order to place and keep them in a situation of slavery, forced labour or servitude.

26 C Ike.'Seourge of Widowhood,' Women's Aid Collective (WACOL) (2005) P.O. Kemdirim, 'Oppression of
Women and the Liberating Message of Jesus' (2009). 1(2) No. 2, Journal of Eviculturation Biology
27 SIDA Preventing and Responding to Gender-Based Violence: Expressions and Strategies, available
online at <https://www.sida.se>accessed 28 August, 2025
28 SIDA Preventing and Responding to Gender-Based Violence: Expressions and Strategies, available
online at <https://www.sida.se>accessed 28 August, 2025
29 Ibid
30 USAID. Trafficking in Persons: USAID's response' (2001), available online at chttps://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf
docs/Pdacd7l3.pdf> accessed on 28 August, 2025
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Women are trafficked into various sectors of the informal economy, including but not limited to

prostitution, domestic work, street begging, mining, agriculture and cottage industries. Although

women and men can become victims of trafficking, the majority of victims are always female.

1.2.6 Honour killings: In some communities in Nigeria, rape victims, women suspected of

engaging in premarital sex and women accused of adultery have been murdered by their relatives

because the violation of a woman's chastity is viewed as an affront to the family's honour31. It is

expected that a good for the goose is also a good for the gander; men or boys who engage in

premarital sex should also be treated as such to avoid being discriminatory to any of the sexes.

Honour killing may include physical violence as well as other forms of control such as forced

marriages or coerced marriages of women with the men who raped them.

1.3 Violence Against Women

Protocol to African Charter on Human and Peoples' Rights on the Rights of Women in Africa

(2003/2005) defines Violence Against Women as: all acts perpetrated against women which

cause or could cause them physical, sexual, psychological and economic harm, including the

threat to take such acts; or to undertake the imposition or deprivation of fundamental freedoms in

private or public life in of arbitrary restrictions peace time and during situations of armed

conflicts or of war32.

31 S.M Kingdom, and E. R Udoh (eds). Gender and Violence Against Women in Nigeria: Asocial-
Psychological Perspectives' (2018)4(5), international Journal of Sociology and Anthropology Research,
33.

32 C Heyns and M Killander, Gompenaium of Key Human Rights Documents of the
African Union (Pretoria University Law Press, 2013 ) 63



Vol. 1 No. 1, DECEMBER, 2025

87

1.3.1 Sexual Violence

Sexual violence which can also be referred to as sexual assault is a form of any sexual act,

attempt to obtain a sexual act, unwanted sexual comments, or advances, or acts to traffic, or

otherwise, directed, against a person's sexuality using coercion/force, by any person, regardless

of their relationship to the victim, in any setting, including but not limited to home and work. In

Nigeria, as indeed other parts of the world, both married and single women are prone to various

types of sexual violence both within and outside marriage33. Alarming, however, is the fact that

most victims of sexual violence never report the crime perpetrated against them. As a result, the

culprits go unpunished.

1.4 Legal Framework

1.4.1 International

Recognizing the protection and supervisory gaps in the International Bill of Rights, especially

with regards to the rights of women, the United Nations (UN) adopted a range of instruments to

address women's rights issues. Nigeria is a signatory to these international laws and treaties that

focus on protecting women and children from violence while promoting their rights. These

include:

i. Convention on the Elimination of AlI Forms of Discrimination against Women

(CEDAW)- Adopted by the General Assembly of the United

33 J Effah-Chukwuma and N Osarenren, Beyond Boundaries: Violence Against Women
(Project Alert on Violence Against Women 2001) 85
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Nations on 18 December 1979 and entered into force on 3 September 198134.

ii, Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms

of Discrimination against Women which was also adopted by the UN

General Assembly on 6 October 1999. The Optional Protocol entered into force on 22

December 200035.

iii. Declaration on the Elimination of Violence against Women was proclaimed by the

General Assembly of the United Nations on 20 December 199336.

iv. Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action 1995

1.4.2 Regional

At the African regional level, additional treaties further strengthened the legal framework to

protect the rights of African women. These include: Protocol to the African Chapter on Human

and Peoples' Rights on the Rights of Women in Africa was adopted in Maputo, Mozambique on

11 July 2003 and entered into force on 25 November 200537.

Solemn Declaration on Gender Equality in Africa adopted by the AU Assembly of Heads of

State and Government in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia in July 200438.

34 G Melander and Others, The Raoul Wallenberg Institute Compilation of Human Rights Instruments'
(Martinus Nijhoff Publishers 2012) 287
35 Ibid 303
36 Ibid 311
37 C Heyns and M Killander, Compendium of Key Human Rights Documents of the African Union (Pretoria
University Law Press 2013)
38 Ibid 173
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The New Partnership for Africa's Development (NEPAD) Declaration was adopted in 2001.

NEPAD has the acceleration of women empowerment as one of its strategic objectives and

ensures that all partnerships with NEPAD are linked to all internally agreed development targets

and the gender equality and social inclusion agenda39.

Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) Gender Policy 2003 provides at the

sub-regional level the necessary structures and framework for gender mainstreaming and a

strategic framework and guidelines on structures and mechanisms of the Gender Management

System (GMS) for ECOWAS40.

1.4.3 Domestic Laws and Policies

The Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria 1999 (as Amended)41 is the most

fundamental law in Nigeria, which protects women's rights. Chapter IV of the Constitution under

Sections 33 to 44 provides for the protection of the fundamental rights of all citizens. Section

42(1) confers equal rights on all citizens irrespective of ethnic group, place of origin, sex,

religion and political opinion. Section 42(2) provides that no citizen of Nigeria shall be subjected

to any disability or deprivation merely by reason of the circumstances of his or her birth. It also

recognizes the fundamental right to equality.

39 Ibid 487
40 ECOWAS Gender Development Centre (EGDC)
<https:lwww.ecowas.int/special_agencylecowas-gender-development –centre>egdc/> accessed 28
August, 2025
41 Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria 1999 as amended, s 33 - 44
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The Violence Against Persons (Prohibition) Act, (2015) is an Act to eliminate violence in private

and public life, prohibit all forms of violence against persons and provide maximum protection

and effective remedies for victims and punishment of offenders and for related matters. So far,

34 States including FCT have passed the Violence Against Persons Prohibition (VAPP) Act into

law42.

In addition to laws, there is a National Gender Policy in force which seeks to promote gender

mainstreaming and equality. The policy provides a 35% minimum threshold for women's

participation in politics whether in appointive or elective positions. Similarly, the National

Action Plan on the implementation of United Nations Security Council Resolution (UNSCR)

1325 and Related Resolutions on Women, Peace and Security addresses gender concerns in

times of insecurity and peace. In August 2013, the Government of Nigeria made a commitment

to addressing and responding to the immediate and long-term needs of women before, during and

post-conflict by developing and adopting a National Action Plan on UNSCR 132543.

1.5 Research Methodology

Sources of data: data collection for this study was secondary in nature. This line of action was

adopted because the researcher believed that it will be more reliable and easier to access due to

both time limitations and financial constraints. The secondary data used are in the form of

42 Violence Against Persons Prohibition Act 2015, 'Map of Adoption <https//www.herstoryourstory.ng>
accessed 28 August, 2025
43 Federal Ministry of Woman Affairs and Social Development, National Action Plan for the Implementation of
UNSCR 1325 and Related Resolutions on Women, Peace and Security in Nigeria, 2017-2020 (2017) 2
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existing information from printed articles, textbooks, and internet and peer-reviewed journal

articles.

1.6 Response to Survivors of Sexual Abuse

As of November, 2022, 32 Sexual Assault Referral Centres (SARCS) that provide medical

assistance, counseling and justice support services in a confidential space free of charge to

survivors of sexual violence have been established across the country (including the FCT)44.

Other interventions are the establishment of the SGBV Response Team; High-Level Multi-

Agency Team (HiMAT) for the implementation of the VAPP Act; Sexual Offenders Date Base

Database Registrar, Specialize SGBV Unit in some Courts and launch of National Gender-Based

Violence Data Situation Room and Dashboard in Nigeria.

In addition to the above, the Commission launched NHRC GBV Toll-Free Help Line 6472. The

Short Code serves as easy access to improve service delivery in reporting complaints of human

rights violations especially SGBV and UNSUB- a digital platform based on artificial intelligence

that connects victims of SGBV to a responder.

1.7 Results and Discussion

Individual perpetrator: This represents the biological and personal history that affects an

individual's level. These factors include, but are not limited to the perpetrator being abused as a

44 British Council @herstoryOSNGwww.herstoryourstory.ngaccessed 28 August, 2025

http://www.herstoryourstory.ng
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child or witnessing marital violence in the home, having an absent or rejecting father and

frequent use of alcohol.

Immediate environment: This is the immediate context in which gender-based violence occurs.

It can frequently be the family or other intimate or acquaintance relationship.

Community: This represents the institutions and social structures, both formal and informal in

which relationships are embedded such as neighbourhood, workplace, social networks and peer

groups.

Society: At the societal level, violence against women is most common where gender roles are

rigidly defined and enforced particularly where the concept of man is known to dominate. Other

cultural norms associated with abuse include tolerance of physical punishment of women and

children, acceptance of violence as a means to settle interpersonal disputes and the perception

that men own women as property.

1.9 Consequences of Sexual and Gender-Based Violence

Fatal effect: This is a situation when Gender Based Violence can lead to homicide, maternal

mortality, infant mortality and HIV/AIDS (Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome).

Reproductive effect: Sexual Gender Based Violence can lead to miscarriage, unwanted

pregnancy, unsafe abortion, menstrual disorders, pregnancy complications and gynecological and

sexual disorders among

others.
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Emotional and psychological effect: This is a situation where Sexual Gender Based Violence

leads to post traumatic stress, depression, anger, anxiety fear shame, self-hate, self-blame, mental

illness and suicidal behaviours.

Acute and chronic physical effect: Sexual Gender Based Violence may result in both acute and

chronic physical disorder such as including fistulas, shock, disease, infection, disability, chronic

pain or infections, gastrointestinal problems, eating or sleeping disorders and alcohol/drunk

Abuse.

Social and economic effect: SGBV may result in victims being blamed losing roles or functions

in society, Social stigma, rejection and isolation feminization of poverty, increased gender

inequalities, arrest, detention and or punishment. It places a burden on health and judicial system,

hinder economic stability and growth through women loss of productivity, break down of trust in

social relationships.

1.10 Observation

Despite several efforts, there is still a long way to go to end SGBV in Nigeria, there is, therefore,

the need to. The state has primary responsibility for preventing and responding to sexual gender-

based violence.

1.11 Recommendations

This paper recommends that:

Victims should be entitled to a lawyer free of charge.
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States should ensure the provision of resources to enable easy access to forensic laboratories at

no cost to the victims. Where victims are too traumatised to give evidence in person, evidence

should be given through trusted intermediaries such as social workers. Where the accused resides

in the same house as the victims, safe alternative accommodations enabling the continuation of a

child's life, including access to education should be should be maintained and accessible to the

public law and family provided by the government. A register for convicted sexual offenders

conventions that promote fair treatment of women should be translated into local languages

while laws should criminalize all acts of gender based violence.45

1. Keep amending laws and policies to include emerging trends of SGBV.

2. Repugnant cultures that are injurious to women should be expunged from our

legislation.

3. Need for mass enlightenment and strong legal actions against perpetrators.

4. There should be functional gender desks established at all police commands and

stations to attend to cases of gender-based violence.

5. The government should implement the 35 percent affirmative action policy of the

Federal Government of Nigeria as contained in the National Gender Policy, 2006.

6. Allocation of more funds to relevant agencies to follow-up the fight against SGBV

cases.

45 Sexual and Gender-Based Violence, 'Fair Trial Rights and the Rights of Victims: Challenges in Using
Law and Justice Systems Faced by Women Human Rights Defenders. ICJ Reflection Paper, available
online at https://www.reefworld.org.> accessed 28 August, 2025
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1.12 Conclusion

all necessary legislature, administrative, judicial and other measures to prevent, investigate and

punish acts of gender-based violence whether at home, the workplace, the community or while in

custody or in situations of armed conflict, and providing adequate care treatment and support to

victims/survivors. Sexual and Gender-Based Violence is a serious social, economic and

psychological problem that is pervasive in Nigerian society.

It has destructive consequences for women and children in Nigeria. To solve this problem, it is

our collective responsibility. The state must reform the laws and back up the process with a

national awareness campaign against all forms of Sexual Gender-Based Violence (SGBV).

Courts need to be equipped to enable it deal with domestic cases with the urgency required. This

is necessary if the Nigerian state is to promote the common good and justice for all citizens46.

46 ibid (n22)


