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Abstract

The aim of the study was to investigate sex differences in perpetration of
low intensity intimate partner aggression in South Sudan, to compare levels
of perpetration and victimisation, and further to test whether the revised
gender symmetry theory (Archer, 2018) could be applicable in an African
country.  A  questionnaire  was  filled  in  by  302 females  and 118 males  in
South Sudan, the mean age was 22.5 years (SD 8.4) for women, and 25.6
years (SD 7.8) for men. Intimate partner aggression was measured with self-
reports  using both the perpetrator  and the victim versions of  the Direct
Indirect Aggression Scales for Adults (DIAS-Adult; Österman & Björkqvist,
2009),  which measures seven types of aggressive behavoiurs.  The results
showed  no  significant  difference  between  females  and  males  on
perpetration of five out of seven types of aggression; physical, verbal and
nonverbal  aggression,  as  well  as  direct  and  indirect  aggressive  social
manipulation.  For  females,  levels  of  victimisation  and  perpetration  of
aggression  were  equally  high;  this  was  the  case  for  all  seven  types  of
aggression  while,  for  males,  victimisation  was  significantly  higher  than
perpetration on three types of aggression. The results provide support for
the revised gender symmetry theory in an African developing country.

Keywords: intimate partner aggression, low intensity aggression, revised gender symmetry
theory, South Sudan

Introduction

Studies on domestic violence show that, worldwide, women are usually the victims
whereas  males  are  the  main  perpetrators  (World  Health  Organisation,  2013).
Although high intensity intimate partner aggression has been studied extensively in
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both developed and developing countries,  few studies  so  far  have examined low
intensity intimate partner aggression (IPA) in developing countries.

The aim of the present study was to examine sex differences in perpetration of low
intensity IPA, and to test the applicability of the revised gender symmetry theory
(Archer, 2018) in an African developing country, South Sudan. The present study is a
continuation, based on the same sample, of the study by Ndoromo, Björkqvist, and
Österman (2017), where results of victimisation of low intensity IPA in South Sudan
have been reported. In the present study, the focus is on self-reported perpetration,
and a comparison between data on perpetration and victimisation of low intensity
IPA is also made.

In the present study,  the differentiation between low intensity and high intensity
aggression  is  essential.  The  term  high  intensity  aggression is  used  more  or  less
equivalently to what other authors have referred to as physical violence, physical
abuse, or physical assault within an intimate partner relationship. Other forms of
IPA,  in  which  the  harm  or  injury  induced  is  psychological  or  social  rather  than
physical, is referred to as low intensity aggression.

The Revised Gender Symmetry Theory

Data supporting the gender symmetry theory (although it was not called so at that
time)  was  first  published by  Straus  and colleagues  (Feld  & Straus,  1989;  Straus,
1979,  1999; Straus & Gelles,  1992; Straus & Sweet,  1992).  They found,  based on
community data obtained with the Conflict Tactics Scale (Straus, 1979), that females
and males perpetrated equal amounts of IPA, in stark contrast to the hitherto held
view that males were the main perpetrators and females the main victims. At this
point  in  history,  no  distinction  was  still  made  between  high  and  low  intensity
intimate partner aggression.

Subsequently,  others  have  made  similar  findings  (Archer,  2004,  2006;  Australian
Bureau of  Statistics,  2012;  Bates,  Graham-Kevan,  & Archer,  2014;  Kar  & O’Leary,
2010; National Intimate Partner and Sexual Violence Survey, 2010), and the term
gender symmetry theory came into use, denoting the view that males and females are
equally aggressive in intimate partner relationships. Straus has also published more
recent  studies  on  the  topic  (Straus,  2004,  2006,  2008,  2009,  2011).  Bates  et  al.
(2014) found in a sample of UK students that females actually were more physically
aggressive to their partners than males, and that they also were more likely than
males to be “intimate terrorists”.

However, there is no denial that as far as homicide and serious physical violence are
concerned, males are indeed the main perpetrators and females the main victims
(DeKeseredy, 2011; Dragiewicz & Lindgren, 2009; Dobash & Dobash, 2004; Grech &
Burgess,  2011).  It  should  be  noted,  however,  that  according  to  the  US  National
Intimate Partner and Sexual Violence Survey (Black et al., 2011), 28.5 % of the males
had been victims of severe physical violence by an intimate partner.
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Archer (2018) therefore brought forward a revision of the gender symmetry theory,
suggesting that when it comes to high intensity aggression, females are indeed more
often  victimised  than  males,  and  males  are  predominantly  the  perpetrators.
However,  as  far  as  low intensity  aggression is  concerned,  females  and males  are
equally aggressive. Furthermore, Archer thought that the revised gender symmetry
theory  would  hold  only  in  community  and  student  samples  in  developed  and
relatively nonpatriarchal countries (Archer,  2018).  In African countries,  therefore,
the revised gender symmetry theory would not apply.

Low intensity intimate partner aggression has been studied in Mexico and Finland
(Österman, Toldos, & Björkqvist, 2014) with the DIAS-Adult instrument (Österman &
Björkqvist, 2009). It was found that females actually scored significantly higher than
males  on  being  perpetrators  of  four  types  of  aggression  against  their  partner:
physical,  verbal,  nonverbal,  and  indirect  socially  manipulative  aggression.  In  yet
another study conducted in Ghana (Darko, Björkqvist, & Österman, submitted), using
the  same  instrument,  it  was  found  that  males  scored  significantly  higher  than
females on victimisation from physical, indirect, and nonverbal IPA, while females
also in this  study scored higher than males on perpetration of  physical,  indirect,
nonverbal, and cyber aggression.

Cultural Context of the Study

Intimate partner violence against females is widely accepted in South Sudan. A study
found that 82% of females and 81% of males agreed that a woman should tolerate
violence in order to keep her family together (Scott et al., 2013).

South  Sudan  has  for  long  been  plagued  with  ethnic  conflicts,  poverty  and
overcrowding,  all  factors  which  have  been  linked  to  high  levels  of  aggressive
behaviour  in  a  population.  The  prolonged  ethnic  conflict  in  South  Sudan  has
destroyed income opportunities, and insecurity has prevented children from getting
an  education.  According  to  the  World  Bank  (2016),  security  has  deteriorated
considerably in South Sudan since the end of  2013.  It  has also been shown that
ethnic  conflicts  in  a  country may increase the risk of  domestic  violence:  a  study
among Israeli and Palestinian children linked ethnopolitical violence to community,
family,  and  school  violence,  and  to  aggressive  behaviour  among  children  (Boxer,
Huesmann, Dubow, Landau, Gvirsman, Shikaki, & Ginges, 2013).

Of the population in South Sudan, 51% live below the national poverty line (South
Sudan National Bureau of Statistics, 2012), and since 2014, reports of hunger have
been  on  the  rise  (World  Bank,  2016).  Studies  have  found  interactions  between
community poverty and aggression (Guerra, Huesmann, Tolan, Van Acker, & Eron,
1995). Low household income has also been shown to heighten the probability of
intimate  partner  violence  (Cunradi,  Caetano,  &  Schafer,  2002).  In  a  167-country
analysis of latitudinal gradients of heat, poverty, and aggression, Van de Vliert and
Daan (2017) found that poverty mediated heat-induced aggression.
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Overcrowding is common in South Sudan: of the population, 86 % live in rural areas
in “tukuls”, grass thatched houses, made of mud and sticks, and 67% of the people in
urban areas also live in tukuls. Fifty-nine percent of the population sleep in a room
with four or more people (South Sudan National Bureau of Statistics,  2012). Two
recent studies from Nigeria have linked overcrowding to domestic aggression and
antisocial behaviour. While keeping the level of poverty as covariate, overcrowding
was shown to be significantly associated with victimisation from sibling aggression,
parental  negativity  towards  adolescents  and  antisocial  behaviour  of  adolescents
(Makinde, Björkqvist, & Österman, 2016). Another study showed that the effect of
overcrowding on the antisocial behaviour of adolescents was mediated by parental
negativity, adult aggression, sibling aggression and witnessing of domestic violence
(Makinde, Björkqvist, & Österman, 2017). It was concluded that overcrowding may
have serious consequences leading to antisocial behaviour.

Aim of the Study

The  aim  of  the  study  was  to  investigate  sex  differences  in  perpetration  of  low
intensity  intimate  partner  aggression  in  South  Sudan,  to  compare  levels  of
perpetration  and  victimisation,  and  further  to  test  whether  the  revised  gender
symmetry theory (Archer, 2018) would be applicable in an African country.

Method

Sample

A questionnaire was filled in by 302 females and 118 males in South Sudan. The
mean age was 22.5 years (SD 8.4) for women, and 25.6 years (SD 7.8) for males, the
age difference was significant [t  = 3.42, p = .001]. Accordingly, age was kept as a
covariate in the analyses. The age range was between 14 and 60 years of age.

Instrument

Perpetration of intimate partner aggression was measured with self-reports using
the perpetrator version of the Direct Indirect Aggression Scales for Adults (DIAS-
Adult;  Österman  &  Björkqvist,  2009),  which  consists  of  seven  scales  measuring
physical aggression, verbal aggression, nonverbal aggression, direct aggressive social
manipulation,  indirect  aggressive  social  manipulation,  cyber  aggression,  and
economic aggression. Responses were given on a five-point scale (0 = never, to 4=
often). Cronbach’s Alphas and individual items of the scales are presented in Table 1.

Seven scales measuring victimisation from the same types of aggression were also
included in the study. Psychometric properties of the victimisation scales and results
pertaining to victimisation have previously been reported in Ndoromo, Österman
and  Björkqvist  (2017).  Results  regarding  associations  between  perpetration  and
victimisation from aggression will also be included in the present study in addition
to results of perpetration.

(407)
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Procedure

Data was collected with a paper-and-pencil questionnaire in the cities Juba and Yei.
Respondents were reached through the Women’s Union in both cities, and through
neighbours and acquaintances of members.

Ethical Considerations

The study was endorsed by University of Juba, and research permissions were given
by  the  local  authorities  in  Juba  and  Yei.  The  study  adheres  to  the  principles
concerning  human research ethics  of  the  Declaration of  Helsinki  (World  Medical
Association, 2013), as well as guidelines for the responsible conduct of research of
the Finnish Advisory Board on Research Integrity (2012).

Table 1. Single Items and Cronbach’s Alphas of the Seven Scales Measuring Perpetration of
Intimate Partner Aggression (DIAS-Adult, Österman & Björkqvist, 2009), for Respondents
from South Sudan (N = 420)

I have ….

Physical
Aggression

9 items, α = .82

a) hit him/her, b) locked him/her in, c) locked him/her out, d) shoved
him/her, e) bit him/her, f) scratched him/her, g) spit at him/her, h)
thrown objects, i) damaged something that was his/her

Direct Verbal
Aggression

7 items, α = .82

a) threatened to hurt him/her, b) yelled at him/her, c) quarreled with
him/her, d) purposely said nasty or hurting things to him/her, e) called
him/her bad names, f) interrupted him/her when he/she was talking, g)
angrily nagged at him/her

Nonverbal
Aggression

8 items, α = .87

a) refused to talk to him/her, b) refused to look at him/her, c) refused to
touch him/her, d) put on a sulky face, e) slammed doors, f) refused to
sleep in the same bed as him/her, g) left the room in a demonstrative
manner when he/she came in, h) made nasty faces or gestures behind
his/her back

Direct Aggressive
Social
Manipulation

5 items, α = .81

a) threatened to leave him/her, b) purposely provoked a quarrel with
him/her, c) omitted doing things that I usually does for both of us (e.g.
household work), or done them less well, d) been ironic towards him/
her, e) been contemptuous towards him/her

Indirect
Aggressive Social
Manipulation

5 items, α = .74

a) spoken badly about him/her to someone else, b) tried to influence
someone, such as children or relatives, to dislike him/her, c) ridiculed
him/her in my absence, d) tried to exclude him/her from social
situations, e) tried to make him/her feel guilty

Cyber Aggression

4 items, α = .76

a) written angry text messages to him/her, b) written angry e-mails to
him/her, c) written nasty text messages about him/her to somebody
else, d) written nasty e-mails about him/her to someone else
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Economic
Aggression

2 items, α = .74

a) not let him/her know details about our household economy, b) not
allowed him/her to use money that belongs to both of us

Results

Correlations Between the Scales in the Study

For females,  all  the seven scales correlated with each other at the  p < .001−level
(Table  2).  The  same  was  the  case  for  males,  except  for  perpetration  of  cyber
aggression  that  correlated  slightly  less  with  all  the  other  scales.  For  males
perpetration  of  physical  aggression  did  not  correlate  at  all  with  perpetration  of
cyber aggression.

Table 2. Correlations between the Scales of the Study. Females (N = 302) in the Lower Part,
and Males (N = 118) in the Upper Part of the Table
Perpetration of 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7.

1. Physical aggression
.69
***

.57
***

.65
***

.57
***

.14 ns
.47
***

2. Verbal aggression
.64
***

.69
***

.74
***

.66
***

.29 **
.54
***

3. Nonverbal aggression
.58
***

.63
***

.67
***

.65
***

.28 **
.51
***

4. Direct aggressive social manipulation
.63
***

.76
***

.67
***

.64
***

.18 *
.55
***

5. Indirect aggressive social
manipulation

.59
***

.70
***

.67
***

.64
***

.18 *
.47
***

6. Cyber aggression
.40
***

.44
***

.50
***

.47
***

.56
***

.08 ns

7. Economic aggression
.42
***

.46
***

.51
***

.47
***

.54
***

.50
***

Note. *** p < .001; ** p < .01; p < .05 *

Perpetration of Intimate Partner Aggression and Age

For  females,  age  correlated  positively  with  all  except  two  (cyber  aggression  and
indirect aggressive social manipulation) of the seven scales measuring perpetration
of intimate partner aggression (Table 3). In the case of males, no correlation was
found for age with any of the seven scales.

Table 3. Correlations between Age and the Seven Scales of Perpetration of Intimate Partner
Aggression
Perpetration of Age

Females Males

Physical aggression .21 *** ns
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Verbal aggression .18 ** ns

Nonverbal aggression .20 *** ns

Direct aggressive social manipulation .16 ** ns

Indirect aggressive social manipulation .11 † ns

Cyber aggression .04 ns ns

Economic aggression .16 ** ns

*** p ≤ .001; ** p ≤ .01; * p ≤ .05; † p ≤ .10

Sex Differences in Perpetration of Intimate Partner Aggression

A  multivariate  analysis  of  variance  (MANOVA)  was  carried  out  with  sex  as
independent  variable  and  the  seven  scales  of  perpetration  of  intimate  partner
aggression as dependent variables, and age as a covariate. The results are presented
in Table 4. The multivariate analysis was significant. The univariate analyses showed
that there was no significant difference between females and males on perpetration
of physical, verbal and nonverbal aggression or direct or indirect aggressive social
manipulation.  Females  were  significantly  more  often  perpetrators  of  cyber
aggression,  while  there  was  a  tendency  for  males  to  perpetrate  more  economic
aggression.

Table 4. Results of a Multivariate Analysis of Variance (MANOVA) with Sex as Independent
Variable, and Seven Types of Perpetration of Intimate Partner Aggression as Dependent
Variables, and Age as a Covariate (N = 409)
Effect of Sex

Multivariate Analysis 3.01 7, 400 .004 .050

Univariate Analyses

Physical aggression 0.12 1, 408 ns .000 -

Verbal aggression 1.40 ” ns .003 -

Nonverbal aggression 0.19 ” ns .000 -

Direct aggressive social manipulation 0.91 ” ns .002 -

Indirect aggressive social manipulation 1.86 ” ns .005 -

Cyber aggression 5.89 ” .016 .014 Females

Economic aggression 3.65 ” .057 .009 (Males)*
Note. * = tendency

Correlations Between Scales Measuring Perpetration of and Victimisation from
Aggression

For  females,  all  scales  measuring  perpetration  of  aggression  correlated  with  all
scales  measuring  victimisation  at  the  p <  .001-level  (Table  5).  The  highest
correlational  coefficients  were  found  between  perpetration  of  and  victimisation
from physical aggression (r = .70), and between perpetration and victimisation of
nonverbal aggression (r = .72). For males, all scales measuring perpetration, except
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those for cyber aggression, correlated at the p < .001-level with all scales measuring
victimisation  (Table  6).  Perpetration  of  cyber  aggression  correlated  only  with
victimisation  from  cyber  aggression,  while  victimisation  from  cyber  aggression
correlated  also  with  perpetration  of  physical  and  verbal  aggression,  and  direct
aggressive social manipulation.

Table 5. Correlations between Scales of Perpetration and Victimisation of Aggression for
Females (N =282)
Perpetration 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7.

1. Physical aggression
.70
***

.58
***

.59
***

.54
***

.57
***

.33
***

.45
***

2. Verbal aggression
.52
***

.60
***

.51
***

.49
***

.54
***

.35
***

.35
***

3. Nonverbal aggression
.55
***

.60
***

.72
***

.60
***

.57
***

.37
***

.53
***

4. Direct aggressive social manipulation
.49
***

.49
***

.54
***

.49
***

.52
***

.36
***

.38
***

5. Indirect aggressive social
manipulation

.48
***

.52
***

.56
***

.46
***

.57
***

.39
***

.36
***

6. Cyber aggression
.31
***

.30
***

.37
***

.27
***

.34
***

.57
***

.27
***

7. Economic aggression
.32
***

.36
***

.47
***

.36
***

.39
***

.37
***

.38
***

*** p < .001

Table 6. Correlations between Scales of Perpetration and Victimisation of Aggression for
Males (N =113)
Perpetration 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7.

1. Physical aggression .46 *** .42 *** .64 *** .39 *** .51 *** .32 ** .36 ***

2. Verbal aggression .45 *** .52 *** .62 *** .38 *** .39 *** .30 ** .39 ***

3. Nonverbal aggression .38 *** .36 *** .52 *** .29 ** .32 ** .18 † .21 *

4. Direct aggressive social manipulation .27 ** .39 *** .47 *** .39 *** .32 ** .22 * .22 *

5. Indirect aggressive social manipulation .48 *** .49 *** .46 *** .48 *** .45 *** .16 † .35 ***

6. Cyber aggression .18 † .11 ns .09 ns .09 ns .04 ns .22 * .07 ns

7. Economic aggression .45 *** .38 *** .38 *** .47 *** .35 *** .07 ns .37 ***

*** p ≤ .001; ** p ≤ .01; * p ≤ .05; † p ≤ .10

Within-Subject Comparisons Between Perpetration and Victimisation

Two  within-subject  analyses  of  variance  (WSMANOVA)  were  conducted,  one  for
females and one for males, with seven pairs of perpetration versus victimisation of
aggression, and age as covariate.  For females the multivariate test showed only a
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tendency toward a significant difference [F  = 1.85,  p = .079, η  = .051]. The
result showed that for females, levels of victimisation and perpetration of aggression
were equally high, this was the case for all seven types of aggression. For males the
multivariate  test  was  significant  (Table  7).  The  univariate  tests  showed  that  for
males  victimisation  was  significantly  higher  than  perpetration  on  three  types  of
aggression; physical aggression, direct aggressive social manipulation, and economic
aggression, while a tendency was found for verbal and cyber aggression.

Table 7. Results of a Within-subjects Multivariate Analysis of Variance (WSMANOVA) for 
Males (N =105) Comparing Score for Perpetration with Scores for Victimisation on Seven
Scales Measuring Different Types of Intimate Partner Aggression
Effect of Perpetration vs. Victimisation

Multivariate Analysis 4.57 7, 97 .001 .248

Univariate Analyses

Physical aggression 27.10 1, 103 .001 .208 victimisation, Fig. 1.

Verbal aggression 3.58 ” .061 .034 (victimisation)*

Nonverbal aggression 1.52 ” ns .015 -

Direct aggressive social manipulation 4.11 ” .045 .038 victimisation

Indirect aggressive social manipulation 1.91 ” ns .018 -

Cyber aggression 3.62 ” .060 .034 (victimisation)*

Economic aggression 4.81 ” .031 .045 victimisation
Note. * = tendency (p < .10)

Figure 1. Mean values for females and males on perpetration of and victimisation
from physical aggression (N = 420).

Discussion

Studies  on  high  intensity intimate  partner  aggression  usually  find  females  to  be
victimised more than males, while males are found to be perpetrators to a higher
degree than females (DeKeseredy,  2011; Dragiewicz & Lindgren,  2009; Dobash &
Dobash, 1988; 2004).

The results of the present study on low intensity intimate partner aggression showed
that females and males reported themselves to be equally often perpetrators of five
types of aggression (physical, verbal, and nonverbal aggression, as well as direct and
indirect  aggressive  social  manipulation).  It  was  also  found  that  for  females,  the
difference between levels of victimisation and perpetration were not significant for
any of the seven measured types of aggression, while for males, perpetration scores
were significantly lower than victimisation for three types of aggression (physical
aggression, direct aggressive social manipulation, and economic aggression).

A previous study by the same research group (Ndoromo et al., 2017), based on the
same sample in South Sudan, found that males were significantly more victimised

(7,  239) p
2
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from low intensity physical and verbal aggression, and that there was no significant
sex difference on victimisation from three other types of low intensity aggression.

Furthermore, in a study involving respondents in Mexico and Finland (Österman et
al., 2014), using the same instrument, DIAS-Adult (Österman & Björkqvist, 2009), it
was found that males scored higher than females on victimisation from physical and
nonverbal aggression. While females scored significantly higher than males on being
perpetrators of four types of low intensity aggression (physical, verbal, nonverbal,
indirect socially manipulative aggression) against their partner.

The  results  of  these  three  studies  support  the  revised  gender  symmetry  theory
(Archer,  2018)  according  to  which  males  are  expected  to  score  higher  on
perpetration of high intensity aggression, while females and males are expected to
score equally high on perpetration of low intensity aggression.

In  the  same  vein,  a  study  by  Darko  et  al.  (submitted)  on  low  intensity  intimate
partner aggression in Ghana also found that males scored significantly higher than
females  on  victimisation from  three  types  of  aggression  (physical,  indirect,  and
nonverbal),  while females scored higher than males on  perpetration of four types
(physical,  indirect,  nonverbal,  and cyber).  Thus,  there is  evidence supporting the
revised gender symmetry theory also in Africa.

In his proposal of the revised gender symmetry theory, Archer (2018) suggested that
gender symmetry should be expected to be found only in community and student
samples in modern Western nations, with a relatively high degree of gender equality.
In  developing  countries  with  a  patriarchal  society  structure,  gender  symmetry
should not be expected to occur, not even in the case of low intensity aggression. The
present study, like the ones by Ndoromo et al. (2017) and Darko et al. (submitted)
contradicts this notion.  Furthermore,  both Ghana and South Sudan are known to
adhere  to  highly  patriarchal  values.  Ghana  is  a  fairly  well-developed  nation  for
African standards, with literacy, education, and employment rates being relatively
equal  for  males  and females  (Darko et  al.,  submitted).  Still,  it  is  definitely  to  be
considered  as  a  developing  country  with  a  patriarchal  society  structure.  South
Sudan, on the other hand, is the youngest and one of the poorest nations on earth,
and it has a long way to go to overcome patriarchy and gender inequality.

These findings suggest that the revised gender symmetry theory may need another
“revision”: apparently, male victimisation from low intensity IPA does not occur only
in Western, relatively egalitarian societies, but it has now been shown to occur also
in the highly patriarchal, developing countries of South Sudan and Ghana in Africa.
More  studies  are  needed  from  developing  countries  on  other  continents  to  see
whether similar findings can be made there.
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