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ABSTRACT

Domestic violence (DV), or intimate partner violence (IPV), remains a critical global
challenge. While scholarly understanding has evolved beyond viewing it as a private trouble
to a public issue, the theoretical frameworks used to explain its etiology and maintenance are
often presented in silos or engaged in polemical debate. This article provides a critical
analysis of the dominant theoretical paradigms in DV research—including feminist,
psychological, sociological, and ecological models. It argues that while each framework
provides indispensable insights, their uncritical application can lead to significant
epistemological and practical limitations, particularly by obscuring the experiences of
marginalized populations. By systematically deconstructing their core assumptions, empirical
support, and conceptual blind spots, this analysis advocates for a critically engaged,
pluralistic approach. Such an approach is necessary to advance research and develop
interventions that are nuanced, effective, and responsive to the complex, intersectional
realities of abuse.

Keywords: Domestic Violence, Intimate Partner Violence, Feminist Theory, Ecological
Model, Psychological Model, Intersectionality, Theoretical Analysis

omestic violence (DV) is widely recognized as a pervasive issue with profound

consequences for individual health, family well-being, and societal integrity (World

Health Organization, 2021). The journey from its historical framing as a private
matter to its current status as a subject of intense interdisciplinary research has been
propelled by theoretical innovation. These theories are not merely academic; they form the
foundational logic of legal responses, shape intervention programs, guide clinical practice,
and influence public policy (Dutton & Corvo, 2006; Stark, 2007). Consequently, the
theoretical lens through which DV is viewed carries immense material consequences for
survivors and perpetrators alike.

World report on Violence and health (2002) identifies that there are several risk factors for
domestic violence:
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1. Individual factors: Factors such as young age, heavy drinking, depression,
personality disorders, low academic achievement, low income and witnessing or
experiencing violence as a child are identified as individual factors.

2. Relationship factors: Marital conflict, marital instability, male dominance in the
family, economic stress and poor family functioning are identified as relationship
factors.

3. Community factors: Weak community sanction against domestic violence, poverty
and low social capital are some of the community factors.

4. Societal factors: Traditional gender norms and social norms supportive of violence
are identified as the societal risk factors.

Literature also shows that there can be multiple risk factors for domestic violence which
include young age, low socio- economic status, race/ ethnicity, traditional gender norms,
witnessing Intimate Partner Violence of parents in childhood and marital status (Mergo,
2016). However, Chaudhary (2013) said that there is no one single factor to account for
violence perpetrated against women. There is an emerging consensus that interplay of
personal, situational, social and cultural factors combine to cause abuse. Many theories have
evolved in an attempt to explain the reasons for violence against women. Different
researchers identified different theories for their studies. Vung (2008) acknowledge five
theories for the explanation of domestic violence: Biological/ organic theory,
psychopathology approach, family system, social learning and feminists approach. While
Davis (2013) uses the theory of cycle of violence for explaining domestic violence. The
Cycle of violence is a repeated process of tension building phase, explosion phase and
honeymoon phase.

The landscape of DV theory is characterized by distinct, and often competing, paradigms.
The feminist perspective, which emerged from second-wave activism, fundamentally shifted
the discourse by locating the cause of DV in patriarchal power structures and gender
inequality (Dobash & Dobash, 1979). This stood in stark contrast to psychological models,
which focused on individual psychopathology, attachment disorders, and personality traits
of perpetrators (Dutton, 2007), and family systems theory, which implicated dysfunctional
relational dynamics (Gelles, 1997). Later, ecological models (Heise, 1998) sought to
integrate these perspectives into a multi-level framework, acknowledging the interplay of
individual, relational, community, and societal factors.

Despite these advancements, the field is often marked by theoretical tribalism, where
paradigms are defended rather than critically examined for their limitations. This has led to
significant gaps. For instance, dominant models have been criticized for their failure to
adequately account for the experiences of victims in LGBTQ+ relationships (Donovan &
Hester, 2014), the complexities of women’s use of violence (Swan et al., 2008), or the
specific ways in which race, class, and immigration status intersect to shape vulnerability
and institutional response (Crenshaw, 1991; Sokoloff & Dupont, 2005).

This article therefore aims to conduct a systematic critical analysis of the primary theoretical
frameworks in domestic violence research. It moves beyond descriptive summary to
interrogate the underlying assumptions, empirical strengths, and, crucially, the conceptual
limitations of each major paradigm.

The analysis begins by examining psychological and family systems approaches, then
proceeds to foundational feminist and gender-based models, and finally to integrative
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ecological frameworks. Throughout the paper intersectional and post-structural critiques that
challenge the field’s often-unquestioned categories are integrated. A critical, rather than a
merely integrative, pluralism is essential for future research and practice. This requires not
just combining theories, but consciously acknowledging their limits and developing a more
reflexive, context-sensitive understanding of a phenomenon that defies simplistic
explanation. By deconstructing these established paradigms, this article seeks to contribute
to a more robust, inclusive, and effective scholarly and practical engagement with domestic
violence.

1. Psychological and Psychopathological Models: The Disordered Individual and the
Dysfunctional Dyad

Psychological and psychopathological models locate the etiology of domestic violence (DV)
within the individual’s mind, personality, and immediate relational dynamics. This paradigm
focuses to the internal processes, arguing that violence is a manifestation of individual
dysfunction, whether rooted in psychopathology, maladaptive personality traits, or learned
behaviors within the family system. While attachment theory provides a strong
developmental framework, it too faces criticism when applied in isolation. By focusing on
early childhood relationships, it may neglect the current environmental or structural
conditions—such as poverty, systemic racism, or patriarchal norms—that contribute to
violence. Moreover, in some cases, it risks labeling survivors of violence, especially those
with complex trauma histories, as predisposed to dysfunction rather than as individuals
coping with systemic injustices.

These models have been highly influential in clinical and therapeutic contexts, informing
assessments, diagnostics, and treatment programs for perpetrators.

This category encompasses several distinct but often overlapping approaches:

a) Psychopathology Models: These models posit that DV is a symptom of an
underlying mental disorder or personality pathology in the perpetrator. Key
diagnoses frequently associated with violent behavior include:

o Antisocial Personality Disorder (ASPD): Characterized by a pervasive pattern
of disregard for and violation of the rights of others, deceitfulness, impulsivity,
and a lack of remorse. Perpetrators with ASPD may use violence instrumentally
to dominate and control.

o Borderline Personality Disorder (BPD): Marked by instability in interpersonal
relationships, self-image, and affects, coupled with marked impulsivity. DV in
this context is often linked to an intense fear of abandonment and severe
emotional dysregulation, leading to reactive violence (Dutton, 2007).

o Narecissistic Personality Disorder (NPD): Involving a grandiose sense of self-
importance, a need for excessive admiration, and a lack of empathy. Violence
may be triggered by perceived criticism or challenges to the perpetrator's ego.

o Attachment Disorders: Rooted in Bowlby’s attachment theory, this perspective
posits that the quality of early attachment bonds especially those formed with
primary caregivers can have long-lasting effects on emotional regulation and
interpersonal functioning. Disorganized or insecure attachment styles have been
associated with higher rates of aggression, poor emotional control, and difficulty
maintaining healthy relationships. Individuals with avoidant or anxious
attachment styles may respond to perceived threats or abandonment with
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hostility, possessiveness, or emotional withdrawal—all of which can play a role
in violent behavior, particularly in intimate partner contexts (Zosky, 1999).

Therefore, insecure (anxious, avoidant, or disorganized) attachment styles developed in
childhood can lead to dysfunctional relational patterns in adulthood, including
preoccupation, jealousy, and violence as a distorted strategy for maintaining proximity to a
partner.

b) Social Learning Theory: This theory offers a powerful framework for
understanding how violence is not merely a product of innate aggression or
psychopathology, but rather a learned behavior, acquired and reinforced through
social contexts. While rooted in both psychology and sociology, the theory—
pioneered by Albert Bandura—emphasizes that behavior is shaped by a dynamic
interplay between personal, behavioral, and environmental influences.

According to Bandura, individuals learn behaviors not just through direct experience, but
also by observing others and interpreting the consequences of those actions. This process is
especially critical in the development and perpetuation of violent behavior.

A. Observation: Learning Through Exposure to Violence
Observation is a fundamental aspect of social learning. Children and adolescents who
witness violence in the home, such as domestic abuse or harsh parenting, often internalize
these behaviors as acceptable or effective. For example, a child who sees one parent
dominating another through threats or physical aggression may learn that violence is a
means of establishing power or resolving conflict. This observational learning is not limited
to the family; it can also occur in school, peer groups, and the media.

Bandura’s famous Bobo doll experiment demonstrated how children who observed adults
behaving aggressively toward a toy were significantly more likely to imitate that behavior
themselves. Similarly, when children witness real-world violence—especially from figures
they trust or look up to—it sends a message about the social acceptability and functionality
of aggression.

B. Reinforcement: Violence as an Effective Strategy
Social learning is strengthened when behaviors are reinforced, either directly or indirectly.
In the context of violence, reinforcement may occur in several ways:

o Direct reinforcement: A person uses violence and successfully gets what they want—
compliance, submission, or emotional release—thus encouraging repetition of the
behavior.

e Vicarious reinforcement: A person observes someone else using violence effectively
(e.g., a parent controlling the household through intimidation), and learns that such
behavior yields rewards.

Moreover, in some environments, violence may be positively socially reinforced—praised or
admired by peers, or even viewed as a marker of toughness or authority. In certain
communities, subcultures, or institutions (such as gangs or hyper-masculine settings),
violent behavior may become normalized and rewarded, making it more likely to be
adopted.
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C. Modeling: The Influence of Role Models
Modeling refers to the process by which individuals imitate the behaviors of influential
figures, especially those they admire, fear, or rely on. Parents, siblings, teachers, peers,
celebrities, and community leaders can all serve as behavioral models. If these individuals
use violence to resolve disputes, enforce rules, or gain respect, those watching may
internalize those methods as acceptable or desirable.

This is particularly salient during childhood and adolescence, when identity formation and
value systems are still developing. Youths exposed to violent models are more likely to
develop aggressive tendencies, particularly if those models are not held accountable or are
admired within their social environment.

Additionally, media portrayals of violence in television, video games, and online content can
also act as models—especially when violent characters are portrayed as heroes or when
violence is glamorized and devoid of realistic consequences.

D. Intergenerational Transmission and the “Cycle of Violence”

One of the most critical applications of Social Learning Theory in violence research is the
concept of the intergenerational transmission of violence, often referred to as the “cycle of
violence.” This theory posits that children who grow up in violent households—whether as
witnesses or victims—are more likely to repeat similar behaviors in their own relationships.
This cycle does not imply a deterministic outcome, but rather a statistical likelihood. Many
children exposed to violence develop internalizing behaviors (e.g., anxiety, depression),
while others externalize these experiences through aggression. Some go on to replicate the
dynamics they observed, becoming perpetrators themselves or entering into relationships
where they are re-victimized.

The cycle is sustained through the following mechanisms:
e Normalization of violence as a form of communication or control.
o Lack of exposure to non-violent conflict resolution strategies.
o Internalized beliefs about gender roles, dominance, and entitlement.
e Emotional dysregulation and unaddressed trauma.

Breaking the cycle requires interventions that model healthy relationships, provide
emotional regulation tools, and reshape beliefs about violence. Early prevention efforts, such
as school-based programs that teach empathy, nonviolent communication, and critical
thinking about media and gender norms, are key to disrupting this cycle.

c. Family Systems Theory

The systems theory approach to understanding interpersonal violence marks a significant
departure from traditional models that isolate one partner as the sole perpetrator and the
other as the passive victim. Instead, this perspective views violence within intimate or
familial relationships as a dysfunctional pattern of communication and interaction—a cycle
in which both partners’ behaviors contribute, consciously or unconsciously, to the escalation
and maintenance of conflict. This approach does not excuse or equalize responsibility
between abuser and abused; rather, it attempts to understand the broader relational dynamics
that sustain violent interactions. By analyzing the system—comprising individuals,
relationships, roles, and communication patterns—it offers a more holistic, albeit sometimes
controversial, view of domestic violence.
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Traditional frameworks often define one person as the aggressor and the other as the victim,
creating a linear narrative of cause and effect. However, systems theory argues that this
binary can be overly simplistic, especially in situations where violence is bidirectional, or
where both parties engage in hostile or dysfunctional behaviors (Gelles, 1997).

Rather than asking, “Who is to blame?” systems theorists ask, “How does the system
function to produce and maintain violent interactions?” This shift in focus can illuminate the
reciprocal influences between partners: for example, how one partner’s withdrawal might
provoke the other’s aggression, or how mutual verbal escalation can culminate in physical
violence. These patterns often repeat, forming a self-reinforcing loop that becomes
increasingly difficult to interrupt without external intervention.

a.) The “Cycle of Violence” Within Systems

A central concept within this framework is the cycle of violence, a term originally
popularized by Lenore Walker but interpreted in systems theory as a repetitive pattern
maintained by both individuals within the relationship. The cycle typically unfolds in three
key phases:

1. Tension Building Phase: During this stage, stress accumulates within the
relationship. Communication breaks down, misunderstandings multiply, and
unresolved issues simmer. One or both partners may become increasingly anxious,
irritable, or passive-aggressive. The tension may not be overtly violent but is often
experienced as emotionally volatile or unpredictable.

2. Acute Violence or Crisis Phase: Eventually, the tension peaks, and an explosive
incident occurs. This could involve physical violence, emotional abuse, or verbal
aggression. This stage is typically brief but highly destructive, marking the visible
manifestation of the underlying dysfunction in the relationship.

3. Honeymoon or Reconciliation Phase: After the crisis, there is often a period of
calm and emotional reconnection. The aggressor may express remorse, apologize, or
make promises to change, while the victim may hope for improvement and minimize
the severity of the violence. This phase can provide temporary relief, reinforcing the
bond and making it harder to leave the relationship—even though the underlying
issues remain unresolved.

This cycle may repeat indefinitely, becoming more intense over time. Systems theory
focuses on how each phase of the cycle reinforces the next, drawing attention to the
relational patterns rather than solely individual pathology.

Systems theory places particular emphasis on communication styles and feedback loops
within a relationship. In dysfunctional systems, feedback tends to be negative or escalating,
meaning that each partner’s response exacerbates the other’s emotional reactivity. For
instance, criticism may lead to defensiveness, which may provoke contempt, leading to
further withdrawal or aggression. These patterns become entrenched and self-perpetuating.
Furthermore, in family systems, triangulation (where a third person—often a child—is
drawn into the conflict) can complicate dynamics and increase the risk of intergenerational
transmission of violence. The system, in this sense, includes not just the couple, but also the
broader family network, roles, expectations, and emotional legacies passed down over time.

The principal strength of psychological and psychopathological models lies in their
significant clinical utility, as they furnish a practical framework for diagnosing and treating
perpetrators within therapeutic contexts like batterer intervention programs and individual
psychotherapy. These approaches provide a nuanced understanding of individual
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differences, helping to elucidate why not all men within a patriarchal society resort to
violence by pinpointing specific risk factors such as personal trauma history, personality
structure, and deficits in impulse control. This focus on the individual grants them
considerable explanatory power in addressing complex cases that deviate from the typical
pattern of coercive control, including instances of situational couple violence or violence
precipitated by severe mental illness. Ultimately, by concentrating on intrapsychic
processes, these models offer profound insight into the perpetrator’s internal world,
illuminating the emotional dysregulation, cognitive distortions (e.g., justifying beliefs that
“she deserved it”), and trauma sequelae that underpin violent behavior.

Notwithstanding their contributions, psychological and psychopathological models have
faced extensive and powerful criticism from various scholarly quarters. A primary critique
centers on the depoliticization and medicalization of what is fundamentally a social problem,;
by framing domestic violence as a symptom of individual illness, these models shift the
focus away from holding perpetrators morally accountable for their choices and towards
"treating" an underlying disorder, thereby obscuring the pivotal roles of gender socialization
and structural inequality (Stark, 2007). A profound limitation of the psychological lens is its
capacity to provide a rationalizing framework for abuse, effectively furnishing perpetrators
with a ready-made excuse for their behavior. By attributing violence primarily to a
diagnosable disorder, the model can inadvertently shift the narrative from one of moral
agency and conscious choice to one of sickness and symptomology. This allows perpetrators
to externalize responsibility, framing their actions not as a deliberate exercise of power and
control but as an uncontrollable manifestation of their psychological wounds or chemical
imbalances. Consequently, the language of therapy and pathology can be co-opted to deflect
accountability, with perpetrators claiming they “lost control” due to their disorder rather
than admitting they fook control through violence. This excusing mechanism not only
undermines victim justice but also conflicts with the core feminist tenet that domestic
violence is a strategic choice, not an unavoidable symptom. Furthermore, certain
approaches, particularly family systems theory, possess a significant potential for victim-
blaming by implicating the victim in a “dysfunctional system,” an ethically dangerous stance
that can be misconstrued to suggest shared responsibility, thus undermining both victim
safety and perpetrator accountability (Dutton & Corvo, 2006). These models also suffer
from a lack of diagnostic specificity, as most perpetrators do not meet the criteria for a
severe mental illness, indicating that psychopathology is neither a necessary nor sufficient
cause. Finally, a major limitation is their neglect of contextual power dynamics, as they
often fail to adequately incorporate the broader social, cultural, and economic forces that
normalize male dominance, paying insufficient attention to the intentional use of violence as
a tool for power and control.

The psychological and psychopathological models provide an indispensable, yet incomplete,
explanation for domestic violence. They are crucial for understanding the sow—the internal
mechanisms and relational patterns that facilitate violence. However, they are less effective
at explaining the why—the broader social structures and gender norms that create a context
where such violence is permissible and often goes unpunished. A comprehensive
understanding of DV requires integrating these psychological insights with the macro-level
analysis of feminist and sociological theories, ensuring that interventions address both
individual pathology and the systemic inequalities that enable it.
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II. The Feminist Paradigm: Power, Patriarchy, and the Political Act

The feminist paradigm represents one of the most transformative and enduring contributions
to the study and response to domestic violence (DV). Originating during the second-wave
feminist movement of the 1970s, this approach challenged dominant narratives that treated
DV as a private, individual issue—often framed in psychological or relational terms—and
redefined it as a systemic form of gender-based oppression. As articulated by scholars like
Dobash & Dobash (1979), domestic violence is not merely a dysfunctional aspect of
personal relationships, but rather a political act embedded within patriarchal structures that
govern both public and private life.

At the heart of the feminist framework is the assertion that domestic violence is inherently
gendered. While anyone can experience interpersonal violence, the feminist model
emphasizes that men’s violence against women is both statistically predominant and
structurally supported within societies that uphold patriarchal values. This analysis reframes
DV from being a matter of individual pathology to a manifestation of structural inequality.

a. Patriarchy and Structural Power Imbalances

A core concept in this paradigm is patriarchy—a societal system in which men hold primary
power and dominate in roles of political leadership, moral authority, and social privilege.
Patriarchy not only shapes institutions and policies but also seeps into everyday
interpersonal relationships, dictating gender norms and expectations. Within this framework,
domestic violence is seen as a tool men use to enforce male dominance and maintain control
over women, particularly within intimate relationships and family structures.

Patriarchal systems often normalize or excuse male aggression, portraying it as natural,
deserved, or provoked. Feminist scholars argue that institutions such as the legal system,
religion, and media may fail to protect women or even reinforce their subjugation, making it
harder for survivors to access justice or support.

b. Coercive Control: Expanding the Definition of Abuse
One of the most influential contributions of the feminist paradigm is Evan Stark’s (2007)
concept of coercive control. This theory extends the understanding of abuse beyond physical
violence to include a range of psychological, emotional, and economic tactics used to
dominate and entrap women.

Coercive control may involve:
e Surveillance and monitoring of the victim’s movements and communications.
e Isolation from friends, family, or support networks.
e Control over finances, reproductive decisions, and daily routines.
e Threats, intimidation, and manipulation that undermine autonomy and self-worth.

This broader conceptualization challenges narrow legal definitions of domestic violence that
focus on isolated physical acts and instead recognizes abuse as a pattern of behavior
designed to subjugate. Stark likens this entrapment to a form of intimate terrorism, where
the goal is not simply to harm but to strip the victim of freedom and personhood.

The most well-known graphic representation of coercive control is the Power and Control

Wheel developed by the Domestic Violence Intervention Project (DAIP) in Duluth,
Minnesota. Power and control lies at the hub of the wheel and the spokes radiating out from
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this depict eight control tactics; sexual and physical abuses are linked to these around the
rim (Rivas, 2012).
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Figure 1: The Duluth Power and Control Wheel (Rivas, 2012)
It is a diagram that places physical and sexual violence on the outer ring (as the most visible
acts of abuse) and shows eight non-physical abusive tactics used by perpetrators to maintain

power and control over their partners on the inner spokes.

The 8 Core Tactics in the Wheel:

Using Economic Abuse
Using Coercion and Threats

1. Using Intimidation

2. Using Emotional Abuse

3. Using Isolation

4. Minimizing, Denying, and Blaming
5. Using Children

6. Using Male Privilege

7.

8.

These tactics illustrate that abuse is not just about physical violence, but about controlling
every aspect of the victim’s life; from finances and movement to relationships and emotional
well-being.

c. The Personal is Political: Making the Private Public
Perhaps the most defining slogan of feminist DV theory is “The personal is political.” This
statement encapsulates the belief that experiences traditionally considered “private” (such as
marital violence or emotional abuse) are deeply shaped by public and political structures. By
framing DV as a political issue, feminists argue for the responsibility of the state and society
to intervene, not only to protect victims but also to challenge the cultural and institutional
norms that enable abuse.
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This perspective has been instrumental in pushing for:
o Legislative reforms (e.g., restraining orders, mandatory arrest policies).
e The establishment of women’s shelters and crisis lines.
o Public awareness campaigns challenging victim-blaming.
e Greater recognition of survivors’ voices in policymaking and service delivery.

In essence, the feminist approach demands that intimate partner violence be treated not as a
personal misfortune but as a public health and human rights issue—requiring systemic
responses at all levels of society.

The strength of this paradigm is its powerful explanatory force for the gendered patterns
evident in crime victimization surveys and help-seeking data. It successfully challenged the
legal and social tolerance of DV, leading to the establishment of shelters, hotlines, and legal
reforms like mandatory arrest policies and protection orders. It provided a necessary
corrective to theories that psychologized or depoliticized the issue.

Despite its monumental contributions, the feminist paradigm has faced significant critique
for its tendency toward gender essentialism—the treatment of "men" and "women" as
homogenous categories. Intersectional scholars, most notably Crenshaw (1991), argued that
a singular focus on gender obscures the ways in which race, class, and immigration status
create qualitatively different experiences of violence and barriers to support. For a woman of
color, calling the police may not be a viable solution if the institution is perceived as, or has
a history of being, a source of racial oppression (Sokoloff & Dupont, 2005).

Furthermore, the paradigm struggles to account for violence in LGBTQ+ relationships
(Donovan & Hester, 2014) and women's use of violence, which, while often contextualized
as self-defense or violent resistance, does not always fit this pattern (Swan et al., 2008). By
framing DV primarily as a manifestation of patriarchal power, the model can inadvertently
render other forms of vulnerability and other patterns of perpetration invisible.

III.  Ecological Models: Synthesizing Context in Understanding Domestic Violence
In response to the limitations of single-theory or single-factor approaches to domestic
violence (DV), scholars and practitioners have increasingly turned to integrative models—
theoretical frameworks that synthesize insights across disciplines. Among the most
influential of these is the ecological model, originally proposed by Lori Heise (1998), which
draws on ecological systems theory and public health paradigms to understand the
multifaceted nature of violence.

Rather than attributing DV solely to individual psychology, relationship dynamics, or
societal structures, the ecological model emphasizes that violence emerges from the
interaction of factors operating at multiple, interdependent levels. This comprehensive,
layered approach allows for a more nuanced understanding of both risk and protective
factors, making it especially useful for prevention and intervention strategies in diverse
contexts.
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Figure 2: World Health Organisation Ecological Model (Krug et al., 2002)

Heise’s (1998) ecological framework identifies four nested levels of influence, each
contributing to the conditions under which domestic violence may occur:

1. The Individual Level
At the innermost level, this dimension examines the personal history and characteristics of
the perpetrator (and, in some applications, the victim). This includes:

o Exposure to violence or abuse in childhood.

e Personality traits or disorders.

« Substance abuse.

o Mental health issues.

o Low self-esteem or impulse control difficulties.

These individual factors help explain why certain individuals may be more likely to
perpetrate or tolerate violence, though they are not seen as sufficient causes on their own.
This level draws heavily from psychological and developmental theories, including those
focused on trauma, attachment, and learned behaviors.

2. The Relationship Level
This level explores interpersonal dynamics within the family, intimate partnerships, or peer
groups that may contribute to violence. Key factors include:

e Power imbalances in intimate relationships.

e Poor communication or conflict resolution skills.

e Jealousy, possessiveness, or infidelity.

e Reinforcement of violence through peer support or group norms.

For instance, a relationship marked by economic dependency, emotional enmeshment, or
isolation may become a breeding ground for coercive control and abuse. This layer
integrates ideas from family systems theory, social learning theory, and gender studies.

3. The Community Level
The community level addresses the environmental and institutional context in which
relationships exist, including:

e High rates of unemployment or poverty in the area.

e Community disorganization or lack of social cohesion.

o Weak law enforcement or inaccessible legal services.

e Social tolerance of violence or lack of community accountability.

© The International Journal of Indian Psychology, ISSN 2348-5396 (e)| ISSN: 2349-3429 (p) | 2749



A Critical Analysis of Theoretical Frameworks in Domestic Violence Research

This level helps explain why DV may be more prevalent in certain neighborhoods or cultural
settings, and it calls attention to the role of social support networks, schools, healthcare
providers, and religious institutions. A lack of accessible resources or a culture of silence
can significantly inhibit victims from seeking help.

4. The Societal Level
At the broadest level, the ecological framework examines macro-level structures, norms, and
ideologies that either inhibit or enable domestic violence, such as:

o Patriarchal gender roles that grant men dominance over women.

e Cultural norms that condone male aggression or discourage female autonomy.

e Economic inequalities and inadequate social welfare systems.

o Policies that fail to protect victims or hold perpetrators accountable.

This layer integrates feminist theory, political economy, and structural sociology, asserting
that cultural and institutional norms legitimize or perpetuate abuse. For example, in societies
where male authority is deeply entrenched, domestic violence may be normalized or
ignored.

The primary critique of the ecological model is that it can be overly descriptive and lack
parsimony. By listing factors at every level, it risks becoming a grab-bag of variables
without a clear theory of how they interact or which are primary (Dutton & Corvo, 2006). It
can fail to explain the mechanisms of abuse, potentially diluting the central role of power
and control by placing it alongside a multitude of other factors. While integrative, it does not
inherently resolve the theoretical conflicts between its constituent parts. The model tends to
focus on risk factors and vulnerabilities, sometimes at the expense of acknowledging
survivors’ strengths, resistance, and resilience. Survivors may be viewed passively, as
shaped by their environment, rather than as agents capable of strategic decisions within
oppressive contexts.

CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS

This critical analysis demonstrates that no single theory provides a complete explanation for
the complex phenomenon of domestic violence. As the study of domestic violence continues
to evolve, it is clear that no single theoretical framework can fully account for the
complexity of its causes, forms, and impacts. While psychological, feminist, sociological,
and ecological models have each contributed valuable insights, they also carry limitations
when applied in isolation. What is needed now is not simply a mechanical integration of
these perspectives, but a more reflective and strategic approach—a critical pluralism. This
involves recognizing the partiality of all theories, choosing frameworks contextually, and
actively centering intersectionality to address the diverse experiences of those affected by
domestic violence.

At the heart of critical pluralism is the principle of theoretical humility. Each theory offers a
particular lens that highlights certain dynamics while obscuring others. For example,
psychological theories provide important tools for understanding individual behavior,
trauma, and emotional regulation, but may overlook systemic and cultural influences.
Conversely, feminist theories foreground power, control, and patriarchy, yet may underplay
the nuances of personal psychological development or the experiences of men, LGBTQ+
individuals, or people in same-sex relationships. Acknowledging these blind spots does not
weaken a theory’s value; rather, it opens space for more thoughtful application and dialogue
between perspectives.
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In practice, this means that theoretical frameworks must be applied deliberately, based on
the specific context. A structural feminist approach is crucial for shaping policy and
advocacy that addresses the root causes of gender-based violence, such as legal inequality,
economic dependency, or cultural norms that excuse male aggression. However, when
designing a batterer intervention program, practitioners may need to draw on psychological
or cognitive-behavioral theories that address individual accountability, emotional regulation,
and learned behavior. Likewise, in therapeutic settings, systems theory might be employed
to unpack recurring relational patterns, while community-level interventions can benefit
from ecological models that target environmental stressors, neighborhood disorganization,
or lack of institutional support. There is no universal formula—effective practice demands
flexibility and responsiveness.

A critical pluralist approach must also center intersectionality as a guiding principle.
Intersectionality reminds us that gender does not operate in isolation. Domestic violence is
experienced differently depending on a person’s race, class, sexuality, immigration status,
disability, and other social positions. For instance, a migrant woman may face additional
barriers to seeking help due to language, legal status, or fear of deportation. A transgender
person may encounter discrimination from service providers or lack access to appropriate
shelters. Recognizing these intersecting oppressions ensures that our theories, research, and
interventions do not unintentionally privilege the experiences of a narrow, dominant group
at the expense of others.

Finally, critical pluralism calls for praxis-oriented research that tests the limits of existing
theories and fills in the gaps—particularly in under-studied and under-served populations.
There remains a significant lack of empirical research on how domestic violence affects
LGBTQ+ individuals, people with disabilities, Indigenous communities, and others whose
experiences fall outside mainstream narratives. Theories must be held accountable not only
to academic rigor but also to real-world applicability. Research should be grounded in the
lived experiences of those most affected and aim to produce knowledge that is inclusive,
transformative, and action-oriented.

In conclusion, moving toward critical pluralism offers a way to embrace the strengths of
various theoretical approaches without being bound by any single one. It encourages us to be
reflexive in our thinking, strategic in our applications, and inclusive in our analyses. As the
field of domestic violence scholarship and intervention matures, this pluralistic and critical
stance is essential to developing more effective, equitable, and culturally responsive
responses to one of society’s most urgent and complex social problems.
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