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Chapter 1

What has masculinity to
do with intimate partner
violence?
Lucas Gottzén, Margunn Bjørnholt and
Floretta Boonzaier

‘We don’t work with masculinity here, we work with individuals’. This was
pointed out by a facilitator working in a perpetrator programme in Sweden during Gottzén’s fieldwork in 2010. The facilitator wondered if a focus
on masculinity really could contribute to interventions on intimate partner
violence. The programme was one of the first in the country working with
partner-violent men and combined a feminist perspective with therapeutic
and cognitive behavioural interventions. Despite his own feminist standpoint, and despite the fact that the majority of the perpetrators they worked
with were men, the programme had in recent years started to refer to their
clients in gender-neutral terms. They were called ‘perpetrators’, ‘users of
violence’ or ‘clients’, but never ‘violent men’ and definitely not ‘woman batterers’. The semantic change expressed a desire to make the programme
more LGBTQ inclusive, but it also indicated a wish to offer abusive heterosexual cis women treatment. As a consequence, not only did this obfuscate
the fact that their perpetrators were still mostly heterosexual men, to some
extent it also undermined the feminist perspective that the treatment model
was based on and which was the facilitator’s personal political standpoint.
The facilitator’s comment highlights several of the controversies featured
in both research and interventions on men’s violence against women in intimate relationships. This book attempts to respond to his query about what
masculinity has to do with violence and, more specifically, what contemporary, critical masculinity studies has to offer research and work on intimate
partner violence. This chapter introduces the volume by first providing a
brief overview of the role of feminism in research and work in the field, as
well as introducing masculinity studies and how it has related to the study of
violence in intimate relations. We then go on to present a general framework
for the volume and the individual contributions.

Feminism and intimate partner violence work
The interest in researching about, and working with partner-violent men
emanates from the important efforts that feminists – particularly radical
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feminists – developed from the late 1960s onwards. These ‘second wave’
feminists highlighted the role that physical and sexual violence has in maintaining patriarchy; that is, the unequal power relations between men as a
group and women as a group. One of the earliest theorists, Kate Millett
(1970), argued that the ‘expectations the culture cherishes about his gender
identity encourage the young male to develop aggressive impulses’ (p. 31) so
that violence and sexual conquest become male traits. Certainly, patriarchy
does not always need to be maintained through direct violence, and violence
is often seen as ‘the product of individual deviance’, but it would not be upheld, Millet posits, ‘unless it had the rule of force to rely upon, both in emergencies and as an ever-present instrument of intimidation’ (p. 43). While
white, Western radical feminists argued that all women shared a common
experience of being subordinated to patriarchal power, socialist and black
feminists pointed out that our experiences of violence differ depending on,
for example, race, class and sexuality. Black men could consequently not
only simply be seen as perpetrators of sexual violence, but also as victims
of racism and state violence. The Combahee River Collective (1977/1997)
therefore argued that, ‘we struggle with Black men against racism, while
we also struggle with Black men about sexism’ (p. 65). Similarly, postcolonial theorists pointed out that Western anti-violence activism has racist
and colonial inclinations where ‘white men are saving brown women from
brown men’ (Spivak, 1988/1993, p. 93). These critiques pointed to the need
for a more nuanced and integrated understanding of violence, one in which
people’s complex relationships to different dimensions of power and social
inequalities are considered (Crenshaw, 1991).
The women’s movement’s pretension to combat men’s violence against
women, especially in intimate relationships, also led to the establishment
of women’s shelters worldwide. These were mainly based on voluntary
work and on the idea of women supporting other women. Other forms of
anti-violence and anti-rape activism also developed, which attempted policy
and legislative change. Soon activists realised that stricter legislation was
not sufficient to end violence, but that men and boys also must learn to
behave differently towards women and girls. While it has not been uncontroversial, treatment efforts with partner-violent men have increased since
the first programmes started in the late 1970s (see Hester & Newman in this
volume).
Historically, such indicative interventions have been based on social
work, psychology and public health frameworks, combined with feminist
perspectives (e.g. Pence & Paymar, 1993). Yet, treatment with partner-violent
men has mostly not kept up with contemporary shifts in feminist theorising and rarely incorporates a nuanced understanding of masculinity
(Hall, 2019), but largely takes a one-dimensional perspective on gender and
power (Boonzaier & van Niekerk, 2018; see also van Niekerk, in this volume). There are, however, some exceptions to this, as contributions to this
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volume illustrate (see Beiras; and Päivinen, Siltala & Holma). Today there is
also widespread criticism of feminist approaches to perpetrator treatment,
which are accused of being too ‘ideological’ and ‘biased’, while mainstream
psychological interventions are argued to be ‘scientific’ and ‘evidence-based’
(e.g. Dixon, Archer, & Graham-Kevan, 2012; cf. DeKeseredy, 2011). A central concern has been that since women can also be perpetrators of violence,
treatment needs to be gender-inclusive.
In contrast to many indicative violence interventions, universal violence
prevention initiatives often have more outspoken gender transformative and
intersectional approaches aiming at decoupling masculinity from violence,
control and dominance and attempt to activate men and boys as advocates
for change (Flood, 2018; Peretz, 2020; see also Flood in this volume). The
work with men and intimate partner violence has become increasingly professionalised. While the early generation of activism was largely voluntary,
anti-violence work is now a possible career path, at least in the global North
(Messner, Greenberg & Peretz, 2015).
In tandem with the development of violence prevention efforts, intimate
partner violence research has grown and been established as an interdisciplinary field. Conceptual discussions have been important. Intimate partner
violence often refers to physical, sexual or emotional abuse and controlling
behaviour perpetrated towards an intimate partner, regardless of gender
(WHO, 2012). The term is somewhat problematic as it obscures the gendered
nature of violence and that abuse in ‘intimate’ relations therefore needs to
be contextualised as an expression of inequality and gender power. Feminist researchers and activists therefore rather use concepts such as ‘violence
against women’ or ‘men’s violence against known women’ and, when the
context of the relationship is important, ‘intimate partner violence against
women’ (see Hearn, this volume, for further conceptual discussion). With
that said, the term is still useful as it highlights a specific form of violence
while opening up the possibilities for considering different categories of victims, including LGBTQ persons and heterosexual men.
Another conceptual question is what constitutes an ‘intimate partner’.
Who we see as a partner depends largely on the cultural setting, but also
on class, ethnicity, sexuality and age. For instance, intimate partner violence is commonly seen as perpetrated between adults living in a relatively
stable heterosexual relationship with children, a ‘typical’ nuclear family.
In order to highlight the specific characteristics of young people’s intimate
relationships, many researchers use the term ‘dating violence’. This concept is, however, troublesome since not all societies have the same dating
traditions as those that have been historically prevalent in US youth culture. In addition, it is argued that sexual practices among American college
youth have changed radically in recent years and a ‘hookup culture’ has
emerged where casual sexual relationships with fellow students are normalised (Wade, 2017). Hookup is perhaps not a completely novel phenomenon
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but seems to have become more widespread among both youths and adults
of different sexualities, partly influenced by dating apps such as Tinder and
Grindr (Haywood, 2018). This somewhat new sexual landscape both blurs
the boundaries of what an ‘intimate partner’ is and creates other risks than,
for example, violence in long-term relationships (Hirsch & Khan, 2020).
If early research on intimate partner violence was heavily influenced by
feminist perspectives, the field has diversified considerably during the last
30 years. This could be seen as a success story where a central feminist issue has been taken up and embraced by mainstream researchers and policy
makers. The fact that the UN Secretary-General António Guterres (2020)
addressed intimate partner violence as part of the gendered consequences
of the COVID19 crisis very early in the course of the pandemic, illustrates
how feminist perspectives have become more or less mainstream. However,
one could also argue that feminist perspectives have become less influential
in the field, which is partly due to the increased global influence of the public health and epidemiological framing of gender-based violence (Bowman
et al., 2015) and that contemporary feminist research now includes a wide
range of topics and areas of concern beyond violence against women. This
has resulted in comparatively little feminist theorising on partner abuse
and, in particular, a dearth of studies focusing on men and masculinities in
this context.

Masculinity studies and violence
Masculinity studies, sometimes also called critical studies of men and masculinities, emerged in the 1980s as a response to academic feminism. Much
of this scholarship has been developed within the humanities (Gottzén,
Mellström & Shefer, 2020), but the research that focuses on violence has
primarily been sociological or criminological and inspired by socialist feminism (see Berggren, Gottzén & Bornäs, this volume). This tradition has
explored power relations between men and women but particularly emphasised relations among men. It also largely follows a conceptual distinction
between sex and gender, where the former is understood as biological and
relatively stable while the latter is seen as culturally, socially and historically contingent. From such a perspective, masculinity is not an inner, stable
identity or a sex role that characterises all men in the same way, but rather
a ‘configuration of gender practice’ (Connell, 1995, p. 77). Consequently,
there are multiple forms of masculinity that relate to each other within a
hierarchy. Historically, gay men have in many societies been subordinated
and ‘the repository of whatever is symbolically expelled from hegemonic
masculinity’ (p. 78). As a consequence, gay men have often been exposed
to physical and sexual violence from heterosexual men, as well as state violence through imprisonment and pathologisation. More recently, masculinity scholars have started to explore violence in gay relationships and pointed

Masculinity and intimate partner violence

5

out the need to understand it in a societal and gendered context (see Javaid,
this volume).
Violence, in a gender context, may constitute a resource to ‘accomplish’
masculinity and gain power and status in relation to women and other men
(Messerschmidt, 1993). Other masculinity researchers, especially those inspired by poststructuralism, have problematised this and highlighted the ambivalent relations men have to both violence and masculinity (e.g. Jefferson,
1994). Violence is not always a way of gaining a higher status as a man, since
different forms of violence are understood in distinct ways. Some violence –
especially against women – may at times be questioned and instead be used
to create hierarchies among men where perpetrators are portrayed as unmanly, deviant or even monsters (Gottzén, 2017; Hearn & Whitehead, 2006;
Pascoe & Hollander, 2016). Although masculinity scholars recurrently point
out that masculinity is accomplished, they tend to tie it to what men do.
Queer theorists have therefore made a case for separating masculinity from
male bodies and seeing it rather as practices and discourses that people can
embody in different ways and to varying degrees (Halberstam, 1998). This
has opened up a field of research on trans men and masculinities, and some
have started to explore trans men’s experiences of violence (Abelson, 2019;
see also Rogers, this volume).
Even though prominent masculinity scholars – such as Raewyn Connell,
Jeff Hearn, Michael Kimmel, Michael Messner and James Messerschmidt –
have discussed masculinity and intimate partner violence to some extent,
comparatively few masculinity researchers explore violence within the context of intimate relationships specifically (cf. Boonzaier & van Niekerk,
2020). In fact, not even violence in general seems to be a particularly popular issue within masculinity studies. The most common keywords for papers
published in the leading journal Men and Masculinities between 1998 and
2017 include sexuality, family, culture and sports – but not violence. Moreover, there has not been any special issue devoted to the topic since the inauguration of the journal (Cserni & Essig, 2019). This feature, however, may
reflect a particular geo-political dimension as work focused on ‘southern’
men and masculinities tends to foreground issues of violence, frequently in
ways that continue the problematic stereotyping of marginalised men more
generally (cf. Boonzaier & van Niekerk, 2020; and see Boonzaier, Huysamen
& van Niekerk in this volume).
Another way of exploring the relationship between masculinity studies
and intimate partner violence research is by examining how the latter relates to masculinity theory. In a review article, Edward Morris and Kathleen
Ratajczak (2019) analyse studies that have used a masculinity perspective published in one of the major violence journals, Violence Against Women. While
the term is used in many papers, it is rarely defined and most do not apply
masculinity theories. Those who explicitly analyse masculinity rather make
use of generic feminist theories, such as doing gender (West & Zimmerman,
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1987) and performativity theory (Butler, 1990). The most common frameworks are patriarchy theory and Ellen Pence and Michael Paymar’s (1993)
theory of power and control. More specific masculinity theories used include male peer support theory (DeKeseredy & Schwartz, 2013) and hegemonic masculinity theory (Connell, 1995). Morris and Ratajczak (2019) argue
that even though Connell’s framework has not frequently been used explicitly, it has nevertheless had ‘a strong impact on studies of violence against
women’ (p. 1988). The generalisability of the review may be questioned given
that it only includes papers published in one journal and primarily research
developed in the Anglophone world while much masculinity scholarship
on violence against women developed in the global South and non-English
speaking countries is missing. However, it nevertheless indicates that there
is much scope for increased dialogue between work on intimate partner violence and masculinity studies.

Towards a feminist perspective on men,
masculinity and intimate partner violence
It is not only masculinity studies that has shown a relatively cool interest
in intimate partner violence, the same seems to apply to social and cultural
theory in general. As Hearn (2013) points out, social theory has been quite
interested in analysing social and institutionalised violence, but there is a
‘relative marginalization of domestic violence’ (p. 155). When renowned theorists explore violence, they tend to focus on state violence, war, symbolic
violence and violence in public settings (e.g. Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990;
Žižek, 2008). This, we argue, is based on, and reproduces a hierarchy between private and public spaces that has characterised Western culture and
scholarship. Public violence – that is, men’s violence against other men – is
visible, spectacular and exciting, while private abuse is hidden, mundane
and apparently less interesting.
Unfortunately, the same could be said also about feminist theorising. As
noted, sexual violence took centre stage in second-wave feminism. Feminist
sexuality research was so closely related to issues of violence that in the mid1980s the leading queer and masculinity scholar Eve Kosofsky Sedgewick
(1985) argued that it was time to liberate sexuality research from radical
feminists since they tended to equate heterosexuality with violence. Today,
there is obviously much feminist violence research, but few leading feminist theorists pay particular attention to intimate partner violence (but see
Alcoff, 2018; Gqola, 2015), and violence can hardly be said to be pivotal
in feminist theorising in the way it was in the 1970s. While there is an ongoing feminist theorising of intimate partner violence, it has largely been
ignored in mainstream feminist theory and the issue is mainly discussed in
designated violence journals, which contributes to the field’s isolation from
the mainstream (cf. Bjørnholt, 2021). A recent exception is the influential
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feminist theorist Judith Butler (2020), who in The Force of Nonviolence points
out that theories of violence also need to deal with the intimate sphere.
[A]ny account of violence that cannot explain the strike, the blow, the
act of sexual violence (including rape), or that fails to understand the
way violence can work in the intimate dyad or the face-to-face encounter, fails descriptively, and analytically, to clarify what violence
is—that is, what we are talking about when we debate over violence and
nonviolence.
(p. 2)
Although Butler emphasises the importance of theorising and discussing
intimate partner violence, she almost exclusively devotes the book to state
and political violence, how refugees who died on the Mediterranean become
‘ungrievable’ and the police violence that black men and women in the US
experience. These atrocities are obviously important to reflect on, but given
the violence that women – of all classes, races and ages – are subjected to, a
feminist theorising of partner abuse is needed more than ever. At the end of
the book, Butler (2020) nevertheless discusses violence against women, particularly femicide, and provides examples of feminist activism against this
form of violence that links cis and trans women’s experiences, such as the
Argentine movement ‘Ni una menos’ against ‘machista violence’, which has
spread to other parts of Latin America. This could be compared to the way
trans activism often has been argued to oppose the interests of the women’s movement in the global North, as trans women have not been seen as
‘proper’ women and trans men as traitors that reap the benefits of patriarchy
(Hines, 2019). While not all feminists are critical of trans people, they have
not been central in feminist theory and anti-violence activism, despite high
rates of victimisation of trans people (see Namaste, 2009).
Butler further argues that femicide must be seen as ‘sexual terror’. This is
reminiscent of the arguments that Rachel Pain (2014) has presented about
domestic violence as being a form of ‘everyday terrorism’, since it creates
fear and circumscribes the victim’s mobility in similar ways as public terrorist attacks. Here, Butler highlights a crucial contribution of a feminist,
intersectional perspective on intimate partner violence. She sees violence as
the use of force and control, but unlike official definitions – and in line with
radical feminism (e.g. Kelly, 1988) – she also draws attention to society’s
response (and non-response), as well as the continued sexual subjugation of
women generally. Femicide is then seen as part of a social structure where
women are, or become, ungrievable.
If femicídio is understood as producing sexual terror, then these feminist
and trans struggles are not only bound together (as they should be) but
linked to struggles of queer people, of all those fighting homophobia,

8

Lucas Gottzén et al.

and of people of color who are disproportionately the target of violence
or abandonment.
(Butler, 2020, p. 190)
Butler’s argument points to a number of issues that are important when
exploring men, masculinity and intimate partner violence, and that guide
the contributions of this volume. To start with, the gendered division between private and public violence is problematic; partner abuse needs to be
conceptualised as part of more global and ‘structural’ forms of violence.
Violence works on different scales. This is particularly evident in the current antifeminist and men’s rights activism in many countries. These movements organise against feminists that oppose violence against women and
that work for policies that protect abused women (see Blais, this volume).
One strategy is to use intimate partner violence against men to argue that
feminism has gone too far and that a ‘feminist state’ trivialises men as victims of violence (see Bjørnholt & Rosten, this volume). But men’s rights
activists and a younger generation within the ‘manosphere’ also use direct violence and harassment to intimidate women and feminist activists

(Condis,
2018).
Second, there is no contradiction in highlighting the violence perpetrated
against different groups in society in various ways, while also focusing on issues of gender and power. It is possible to draw attention to violence against
LGBTQ people and heterosexual men, while also highlighting that cis men
are over-represented as offenders. The dilemma that the prevention programme discussed above faced between working from either a gender-neutral
or gender power perspective is erroneous, since gender and sexuality – as social structures – affect individuals regardless of gender identity or sexuality.
However, how individuals are affected is another issue. We therefore need to
theorise about men, masculinity and intimate partner violence while keeping
the intersectional entanglements of identities and social inequalities in mind,
otherwise we run the risk of reproducing classed-based and racist hierarchies (see Gottzén & Berggren in this volume). Theory, research and interventions geared towards men’s violence that do not deconstruct subjectivity
and systems of oppression may, at worst, reproduce new social inequalities.
Third, intimate partner violence needs to be linked to the rest of our lives
and, consequently, to other forms of activism. Gender-stereotypical identities and higher acceptance, and use of violence in general, increase the risk
of being abusive in intimate relationships (Herrero et al., 2017; Jewkes et al.,
2011; Yamawaki, Ostenson & Brown, 2009), and gender transformative violence prevention has proven to be more effective than interventions that
do not problematise gender (Barker et al., 2010). This suggests that it is not
enough just to help men to cease their abuse, or teach men and boys to never
use physical or sexual violence in the first place. Men need to change in other
parts of life as well and masculinity itself needs to be questioned. Physical
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and sexual abuse are only facets of a more encompassing ‘violent hierarchy’
(Derrida, 2004, p. 39) of gender binary that seems to structure masculine
ontology and contribute to gender oppression. But while the long-term aim
is the deconstruction of such binaries, specific interventions may be more
limited and rather use them strategically to highlight inequalities (Jewkes
et al., 2015).

The contribution of the volume
This book foregrounds scholarship on men and masculinities in the context of intimate partner violence. By doing so, the objective is to revitalise
feminist theorising and research on partner abuse, and, more specifically,
to bring together the fields of masculinity studies and feminist studies of intimate partner violence. Men’s diverse positions in relation to partner abuse
call for nuanced and intersectional approaches where specific groups of men
are highlighted but where they – and masculinity in general – are deconstructed and problematised. In this book, we do this by bringing together
contributions on men and/or masculinities of different sexual orientations
and gender identities from the global North and South. It also gathers research on experiences and responses to violence, as well as research on interventions at different levels of prevention.
While many of the other chapters theorise men, masculinity and intimate
partner violence, the book starts with contributions that more specifically
speak to the project of developing theory towards rigorous critical analysis of
men, masculinities and intimate partner violence. In his chapter, Jeff Hearn
reflects on his own pioneering and lifelong work on the topic. He provides a
personal theoretical, political and reflexive account of various engagements
with men, masculinities and ‘violences’, bringing together critical studies on
men and masculinities, violence studies and organisational studies – and the
difficulties it involves. In keeping with the frame of the book, this chapter
keeps the thread on ‘intimate partner violence’ and ‘masculinities’ although
these are concepts that Hearn criticises. Preferring his own concept, ‘men’s
violences to known women’ he emphasises a gendered, plural understanding
of intimate partner violences, and argues for a strong openness to how such
violence interconnects with and blurs into many other forms and contexts,
such as militarism, war and online violence. In the next chapter, Kalle Berggren, Lucas Gottzén and Hanna Bornäs trace historical and contemporary
feminist perspectives on violence, moving from radical feminism to socialist feminism and intersectional approaches emergent from black feminist
thought. They also discuss three areas that have made important inroads
into working with masculinities and partner abuse: ‘accounts research’, psychosocial criminology and social network approaches. These approaches
are reviewed to illustrate the opportunities they provide to bolster the important dialogue between masculinity studies and feminist perspectives on
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intimate partner violence. While Berggren and colleagues primarily discuss
literature from the global North, Floretta Boonzaier, Monique Huysamen
and Taryn van Niekerk foreground the argument that theory and activism
must be broadened to also include the experiences of those in the majority world. Drawing from their feminist work on men, masculinities and
gender-based violence in South Africa, they make a case for reading the
complexities of men’s lives, histories and contexts and also argue that this
work has reached across geopolitical contexts. The theoretical tools they
centre include intersectionality and feminist decolonial theory, arguing that
the former allows for the full appreciation of the complexity of men’s lives
and how they are shaped by different structural oppressions, while the later
tackles the racist and sexist nature of coloniality and the ways it shapes the
lives of partner-violent men.
Anti-violence activism has been successful in bringing about legislative
change regarding violence against women in many countries, and feminism
and gender equality are accepted and at times even embraced by men in
some societies. However, there is also an antifeminist backlash and Western
culture could be characterised as being ‘postfeminist’, where gender equality is argued to be achieved and there are therefore no structural obstacles
for women (McRobbie, 2009). In such a cultural landscape, men’s relation
to masculinity and intimate partner violence is not straightforward. In their
contribution, Gottzén and Berggren consider the meanings of men’s embracing of gender equality in the Swedish context and what this means for
men’s violence against women partners. Drawing on narratives of young
men that have used physical or sexual violence in intimate relations, they
argue that we need to move from a perspective of masculinity based on typologies and binaries, and instead advocate a poststructuralist and posthumanist approach. They see masculine ontology as always contradictory
and contingent and consisting of a multitude of materialities, practices, discourses, ideals, affect, human and non-human bodies. As a consequence,
partner-violent men may incorporate both traditional and ‘inclusive’ values
and practices but also, importantly, violence may come to be considered the
property of ‘other’ men. In her chapter, Melissa Blais studies antifeminist
discourses in Canada and how they affect feminist organisations working
with female victims and analyses the tactics of ‘masculinist’ activists in undermining the expertise of feminist participants. Blais identifies the rhetoric
on ‘parental alienation’ and the ‘false memories syndrome’ in disputes over
custody and visitation arrangements for children, as well as the assumption
of ‘gender symmetry of violence between partners’ as important rhetorical
tools for antifeminist contestation.
The following three chapters explore men as victims of intimate partner
violence. Two of them explore gay and trans men’s experiences of abuse and
how their vulnerability is exacerbated by their marginal positions. Ali Javaid
theorises the intersection between masculinities, romantic love and violence
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in gay relationships. Using sexual violence as his core focus, he analyses
the relationship between hegemonic, non-hegemonic, dominant/dominating
masculinities in gay relationships, critically examining the ways in which
gay men navigate through these different masculinities at different times,
places and contexts. He argues that male rape legitimates an unequal relationship between gay men by constructing the perpetrator as masculine and
the victim as feminine. Michaela Rogers explores trans men’s experiences of
intimate partner violence through the conceptual lens of cisgenderism, seen
as a systemic, multi-level and pervasive prejudicial ideology based upon
notions of gender normativity. Trans people are often invisible in official
statistics and reporting on intimate partner violence, or they are subsumed
into the LGBTQ umbrella. Rogers’ important contribution addresses this
gap, applying an intersectional approach to explore the subjectivities and
specificity of partner abuse for trans men with different backgrounds, and
who embody and practice different forms of trans masculinity. Heterosexual men’s experiences of intimate partner violence have been a controversial issue in violence research. To some extent, struggles over framings
and knowledge feed into antifeminist movements and masculinist politics
around issues of intimate partner violence. Margunn Bjørnholt and Monika
Rosten’s chapter sheds light on the interface between masculinist politics
and men’s stories of victimisation. Through highlighting the ambiguities
between men’s rights organisations’ mobilisation of collective emotions bolstering an antifeminist narrative of men as a discriminated group, and male
victims’ personal stories and feelings, Bjørnholt and Rosten elucidate the
complex relations between the personal and the political in contemporary
masculinist politics.
The need to involve men and boys in anti-violence and gender equality
work more generally is increasingly emphasised, for instance, manifested in
the internationally recognised White Ribbon and UN HeForShe campaigns.
At the same time, programmes targeting partner-violent men and fathers, as
well as prevention programmes aimed at teaching men and boys to identify
and intervene against sexism, misogyny and violence, have emerged globally. This raises a number of issues, including best practice when involving
men and boys in anti-violence work, programme efficacy and – particularly –
the role of feminist and intersectional perspectives in prevention. The last
five chapters in the book speak to this overall theme and critically engage
with the ways in which work on universal, indicative and selective levels has
been undertaken. In their chapter, Marianne Hester and Chris Newman
explore the notion of ‘treatment’ in relation to programmes for men who
are violent to their female partners, and the tensions this exposes with regard to the gendering of violence. They argue that the treatment of social
problems exemplifies the shift towards more medicalised and individualised
models of crime and social control, which are also reflected in parallel discussions regarding masculinities and intimate partner violence. The chapter
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looks at the development of perpetrator programmes in these shifting discourses, raising questions about the ‘theory of change’ underpinning such
programmes. Synthesising international scholarship and practice, Michael
Flood’s chapter maps the strategies which are effective in engaging men and
boys in preventing and reducing violence against women. Flood also explores the dilemmas and difficulties of contemporary efforts to engage men
and boys, including how to inspire their initial interest, how to minimise
defensiveness and backlash, how to address the intersections of gender with
other forms of social inequality, and how to challenge privilege. In their
chapter, Helena Päivinen, Heli Siltala and Juha Holma focus on interventions with fathers who have been violent in the family, arguing that working with the men’s identity as a father is a central issue in tackling family
violence. Drawing on research with violent fathers in Finland, they show
how a specific intervention tool, namely positioning theory, can be used to
assist these fathers in taking responsibility for and changing their violent
behaviour. Taryn van Nierkerk explores the discourses of masculinity and
intimate partner violence drawn upon by social workers based within an
organisation in South Africa. Through its interrogation of the meanings expressed by social workers in relation to their counselling of partner-violent
men, this chapter grapples with the politics of difference and meaning of
humanising engagements in the counselling space, engaging with what
these issues mean for the development of a decolonial feminist intervention model. Van Nierkerk also suggests ways in which to move forward in
terms of building theory from local forms of knowledge in the context of
anti-patriarchal and anti-violent interventions for partner-violent men. In
the final chapter, Adriano Beiras explores the challenges in working with
violence against women in Brazil, specifically engaging with interventions
for violent men. Through a nuanced reflection of the cultural and social specificities in Brazil as well as the distinctions between different parts of the
country, he discusses the epistemological and methodological approaches
that can be applied to increase the efficiency of perpetrator programmes as
well as to broader social change.
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Chapter 2

‘A life of violence’
Some theoretical/political/personal
accountings on ‘masculinities’ and
‘intimate partner violence’
Jeff Hearn

Reflecting on ‘a life of violence’, I had no idea that this issue would be such
a key thread, provocation and problematic in most of my academic life, albeit in many different ways. Much, though not all, of this work has been
within the academic framework of Critical Studies on Men and Masculinities (CSMM), as a sub-field within Gender Studies, alongside policy development and pro-feminist activism. Indeed, I came to realise fairly early on if
one is interested in studying, and changing, men and masculinities, whether
in research, politics or everyday practice, it is really very difficult to do this
without paying attention to violence and anti-violence.
In this chapter, I suggest, as invited by the editors, some theoretical/
political/policy/reflexive personal accountings of these various engagements
with men, masculinities and violences, especially in terms of bringing together CSMM, Violence Studies, Sexuality Studies, Organisation Studies,
Social Policy and Sociology, along with my place and positioning, some contributions and some difficulties. This theoretical/political/policy/reflexive
personal positioning reflects a broader onto-epistemological question: the
relation of the personal is political is theoretical is work.
Staying with the frame of the book, I keep, or at least try to keep, to
the main threads on ‘masculinities’ and ‘intimate partner violence’ (IPV),
whilst being critical of both concepts, and also arguing for a strong openness to how such violence interconnects with and blurs into other forms and
contexts of violence.

The importance of naming
Domestic violence, IPV, family violence, conjugal violence, spousal abuse,
wife battering – all these terms remain problematic. The term, IPV, is ungendered: it does not name ‘men’ as the main perpetrators. It might even
imply that the relevant violence occurs between intimate partners. And what
counts as ‘intimacy’, or previous or once-only intimacy? And who are to be
called ‘partners’, whoever defines them as that? What about the relation of
IPV to violence to children, and other persons.

Accountings on ‘Masculinities’

17

The term IPV may suggest that there is a particular form of violence, separate from rape, sexual assault, pornography, sexual harassment, trafficking,
when in fact it may include all of these forms of abusive conduct. The interconnection of sexual violence with other forms of violence needs to be understood and worked on. Thus, it is necessary that discussion is not limited
to IPV seen as ‘domestic violence’, as often narrowly conceived.
A further basic point is that IPV, or however named and conceptualised, is not gender-neutral or gender-symmetrical. While some studies of
IPV that use simple forms of questioning, notably those based on Conflicts
Tactics Scale, may suggest relative greater gender symmetry in responses,
especially with younger people, this obscures the results of more methodologically sensitive and more accurate measurements. Indeed, in most societies, men enact most ‘domestic’ and ‘intimate partner violence’, especially
planned, repeated, heavy, physically damaging, non-defensive, premeditated, non-retaliatory and sexual forms of violence, along with most economic, collective, institutional, organised and military violence, which are
themselves often interpersonal, sometimes ‘domestic’ or IPV (WHO, 2002;
Müller & Schröttle, 2004; Walby & Allen, 2004). IPV and violence against
women are easily subsumed into gender-neutral language (Hearn & Wright,
2013). My focus in this chapter is on men’s violence to known women, even
whilst many of the issues raised remain relevant to other forms of IPV.

What are violence, violences and violations?
Next, some words are necessary on: what is violence or violences? The plural
is important. Whose violences are noticed, named, addressed and counteracted? Whose knowledges, gendered knowledges, about violence are noticed, named, used and respected? With what implications? How is violence
part of gender (in)equality? Violence is a social distribution of who does what
to whom. It is often a means to an end, often in men’s control of women and
maintaining patriarchal institutions and power, and further intersectional
systems of domination. Violence is a means of enforcing power and control,
and power and control in itself. Violence distinguishes people, individually
and structurally, a form of profound bodily discrimination. Violence entails
both detailed specificities of brutal and subtle everyday control over time,
and societal, global and transnational processes. Violence is structure, practice, process and outcome of domination.
In analysing violence there is a frequent temptation to try and explain
violence by reference to ‘something else’, principally divisions of class and
gender, and also age, disability, ethnicity, locality, racialisation, religion and
sexuality. This may seem obvious enough, but may not quite capture the
self-reproducing, autotelic nature of violence and systems of violence and
violation (Schinkel, 2010, 2013). Violence is not always simply a subset of
some other social division. This shifts perspective from seeing violence as
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always ‘caused’ by something else, to one in which the practice of violence is
itself a form of social inequality, an unequalising social structural division
and relation of its own.
Violence is also a form of knowledge, itself affected by previous violence,
societal and interpersonal. The experience of being, even being alive, is affected by what counts as valid knowledge about violence. Violence creates,
in different ways, knowledge for those violating and violated, and reduces
voice, sometimes even totally, if killed.
To this, I would add the need to shift from violence to violences (Hearn,
1998b) or, as Wendy Parkin and I have preferred, violations (Hearn & Parkin,
2001). As a final word of introduction: in discussing violences and violations,
one must not forget: first, children, child abuse and violences to children
more generally; second, sexuality and sexual violence; third, non-normative
gender identities and sexualities; and, fourth, intersectionalities.

1978 –1990: contextualising intimate
partner violence
I will begin in 1978; to go back further would either be too short or too
long, with tales of classism, racism and sexism, parents, grandparents and
before, families, education, relationships, friends, children, war… But, in
1978, several things happened. First, I became publicly involved in (pro)
feminist, gender and sexual politics, as a personal-political project, through
an anti-sexist men’s group and feminist campaign group for more provision
for under-fives and their carers, as part of feminist reproductive politics.
The men’s group lasted quite a few years, and only broke up when it came
to light that one member who joined later on was being violent to his female
partner; this split the group, with some arguing that this meant he should be
thrown out of the group, while others, including myself, suggesting that the
group should deal with this and him within the group – partly because there
were, in my view, other feminist issues for the group and group members
that were not being readily taken up, such as around men’s relation to care
and childcare. In the end, the divergence of positions ended the group, but
in another sense, it was irrelevant, as the man concerned never appeared
or sought to come to the group again. It was pretty obvious by now that to
engage with feminism meant developing a critical relation to men, masculinities and violence. Indeed, anti-sexist men’s politics of the late 1970s had
‘no violence’ as one of its key principles, with much regional and national
networking of various kinds (Commitments Collective, 1980).
In my academic work, the first form of violence I studied was sexual harassment, when, also in 1978, I began a writing collaboration with Wendy
Parkin on the themes of gender, sexuality and organisations. We noted how,
while there was a mass of research on gender divisions of labour and divisions of power, authority and hierarchies in organisations, attention to
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sexuality and sexual harassment at work, and in organisations more generally, was much less developed (Hearn & Parkin, 1987/1995). It was partly
from this direction that we, and I, came to think about how violence and
violation were normalised. For example, women working in occupations
coded as feminine or where harassment might be expected, as in, say, bar
work, might tend to report less sexual harassment than those working in
occupations coded as masculine (Gutek & Morasch, 1982; Leeds TUCRIC,
1983). This led to various attempts to consider gender/sexual relations at
work and in organisations as gender power relations, sometimes with violating effects. Also, importantly, workplaces and other organisations are
one place for meeting, becoming and being intimate partners, so that gender, sexual and sometimes violent relations there bear on intimate relations
there, elsewhere and outside, in all sorts of obvious and complex ways. To
put this a little differently: IPV also happens at work and in organisations,
and is gendered and sexualised.
It was also around that same time, that is, from around the late 1970s, that,
building on the experiences of living with young children and in the feminist under-fives campaign group, I seriously began to learn more about, and
make sense of, the importance of childwork and childcare politics. This in
turn led to theorising critically on fatherhood, reproduction, and patriarchy,
and also necessarily theorising violence in relation to men’s domination of
reproduction within patriarchy and patriarchal social relations (Hearn, 1983,
1987, 1992), inspired in part by the work of Mary O’Brien (1981). After all,
fatherhood and IPV are closely interconnected, historically and empirically.
These moves, especially from the early 1980s, also showed how the personal is not just political but also work and theory/theorising (Hearn, 1983,
2008). It took me a couple of years to realise that my personal-political interests were very closely aligned with my academic and research interests, just
that they tended to use different languages and concepts. This close alignment of the personal, the political, and the theoretical, applies just as much
working against and stopping violence, largely men’s violence and IPV, as it
does to working with children.
Meanwhile, following frustrations with some lack of depth and political
engagement in some men’s groups, I decided, with some ambivalence, to
take up, that is, on the couch, eclectic (part-Jungian) psychoanalytic psychotherapy in 1984, and this continued for four years until 1988. Though I was
then, and generally remain, critical of narrowly psychoanalytic approaches
to gender power relations, those experiences helped me to become more
upfront about pro-feminism, unapologetic about that political positioning,
and to explore my own relations to sex, heterosexuality and violence – so I
was less scared of what might be said, and what might happen in both activist groups and classrooms.
A clear opportunity to face this soon came when I was asked to run
an option course on Men and Masculinities within the Women’s Studies
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(Applied) master’s degree programme in the department where I worked,
after offering it the year before for Social and Community Work Studies
master’s students. Initially, I ran the course in two seminar groups mixed
from the two master’s degree programmes; this didn’t really work, or rather
it generated quite some conflict with the two sets of students having different interests, knowledges and expertise; the year after I ran the seminars for
the two student groups separately. Inevitably, in these seminars, violence
against women and child abuse figured and had to be addressed, even if
the Women’s Studies students were more directly concerned with working
against violence against women, and the Social and Community Work students tended to focus on child abuse and child protection, in keeping with
the priorities of the professional work of some of them.
This latter set of experiences teaching social and community workers
forced closer engagement with not just child abuse and child protection, but
their relation to IPV (Hearn, 1988, 1990) – a project solidified in the collective
work of the Violence Against Children Study Group (1990/1993, 1999). Already in the 1980s and early 1990s, many connections between men’s violence
to women and child abuse were recognised, with implications for professional
intervention and prevention, child protection policy and service delivery.
They included:
•
•

•
•

•

•

tendencies for men who use violence to women to also use violence towards children (Kelly, 1994, 1996; Appel & Holden, 1998).
child abuse is also usually violence to women, and violence to women is
often child abuse, when children are present in the home or the relationship; men’s violence towards women damages women, often as mothers,
and so damages children (Stark & Flitcraft, 1996; Mullender, 1997).
children often witness violence towards their mothers and other women;
this constitutes child abuse.
although child abuse is usually distinguished from violence to women,
child protection intervention can often be intervention against violence
towards women, and vice versa (Hotaling & Sugarman, 1986; Bowker,
Arbitell & McFerron, 1988; Mullender & Morley, 1994).
the considerable evidence that men’s violence, usually father’s violence,
in the families of origin of men increases the probabilities of men’s subsequent violence towards women, as adults (Campbell, 1993). This is
not any kind of excuse or even direct cause, but reducing fathers’ and
husbands’ violence is likely to reduce men’s violence in the future.
links between child abuse, animal abuse and IP. (Edwards & Hearn,
2005, pp. 31–32).

Finally, in this phase of work, there was the unavoidable matter of history,
including the imperative of researching the historical processes by which
‘modern’ men had become thus in maintaining public patriarchy. Part of
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this story concerned the legal reforms in regards to interpersonal violence,
not least the movement from the private patriarchal power of the father
to the power of the patriarchal state and other public domain institutions.
For example, in the UK, the 1876 reform made it illegal to ‘cruelly beat,
ill-treat, over-drive, abuse or torture’ any domestic animal (James, 1986,
p. 601), while prior to 1878, the ‘rule of thumb’, whereby husbands were not
permitted to use a stick broader than a thumb, was operative in the courts
(Hearn, 1992, p. 119).
In sum, these various experiences and studies in the 1970s and 1980s set
some contours around and about IPV, men’s violence against women and
gender-based violence. Sexual harassment, child politics, child abuse, violence in patriarchy, and the centrality of historical legal reform, inter alia, all
set the scene, the field, for focusing on ‘IPV’ more precisely and more fully.

1989–1998: intimate partner violence as
men’s violence to known women
A turning point, personally, politically and theoretically, in grappling with
what some might call IPV, but we did not, was in 1989 when Jalna Hanmer and I sat down one day and decided to work together. Though we had
neighbouring offices, we had been researching, separately over many years,
different forms of violence and abuse: for her, violence against women and
children, and reproductive rights; for me, as noted, sexual harassment, child
abuse and historical studies. Apart from Jalna’s own work (e.g., Hanmer
& Saunders, 1984, 1993), I was especially influenced by that of Catharine
MacKinnon (1982) and Liz Kelly (1988) amongst many others.
Jalna and I soon set up the Violence, Abuse and Gender Relations Research Unit at the University of Bradford, UK, with cooperation with internal and external unit members. We were fortunate in gaining research
grants from the UK research council, the Economic and Social Research
Council, and elsewhere, involving a great deal of field research. Significantly, the research that was possible depended on much previous political
and policy work within and outside the state, notably West Yorkshire Police,
and Women’s Aid Federation of England.
It may be surprising to say, but when beginning to do detailed empirical
research in interview and policy studies on men doing violence to known
women in the early 1990s, this focus was far from accepted as central within
(critical) studies on men and masculinities. The mainstream research that
existed by the late 1980s was mostly on ‘captive’ populations, some literally so. These included men in prison, and men involved with mental health
services, sometimes for depression or alcoholism, and sometimes in mental
health institutions, voluntarily or involuntarily. As such, this kind of research was dominated, and in many ways still is, by psychologists and criminologists. There were few studies of men in the community who had been
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violent to women, that is, outside the clinic or the prison. This was so much
so that it was not clear where to turn for models from previous research.
Jalna and her feminist women colleagues focused on researching women’s
experiences of violence; my pro-feminist men colleagues and I researched
men’s experiences doing violence to women. This was reflected in the separately gendered layout of the research offices. She and I also worked very
closely and determinedly on organisational policy development, with key
policy-makers, managers and specialists, especially with police, criminal
justice agencies, housing agencies, health agencies, social services, and the
third sector. In all this, Jalna was a constant support and inspiration.
In this research, I was fully ‘in the field’ – everything was the field, the field
was everything – even if I was not necessarily in the field at that moment. To
do this research work meant engaging with men across all classes, from very
powerful, respectable and privileged men at the top of state organisations,
such as the police and the prosecution services, as well as men who were not
powerful, respectable or privileged at the structural level, even if they exerted power at the immediate bodily level. Class–gender intersections were
pervasive. Racialisation and ethnicity figured in a complex way, with the
projects on women having extensive cooperation with black and Asian women’s organisations, while close research cooperation with black and Asian
men’s organisations was not yet possible then in working against men’s violence towards women. At that time, the risk, real or imagined, perhaps
from both researchers and potentially researched, of relating, even equating,
violence and racialisation, and thus feeding into popular racism, was probably too great. Since then, the issue of men’s violence has been taken up by
Black and Minority Ethnic (BME) men’s organisations themselves. Thus,
the women’s research was very mixed ethnically and in racialisation, while
the men’s research was largely, but not totally, white.
Researching men’s violence in a profeminist way is difficult, methodologically, emotionally, politically. Feminist research has highlighted the significance of intersectional gender power relations throughout the research
process and all its aspects and ‘stages’. These include questions of epistemology, location, ethics, reflexivity, relations between researchers and researched, and emotions in research (Hearn, 1998b). This gendering of men
applied in definite ways, even though this could not be read about in textbooks, feminist or non-feminist, when we began this kind of empirical work
in the early 1990s. This led the research team to develop our own extensive
guidelines on researching men and violence.
Key issues in interviewing men about their violence included: the need
for very thorough preparation for (almost) any eventuality, through training and role-plays; paying close attention to how to begin interviews; polite
persistence in accessing and recruiting interviewees; relaxing in asking difficult, perhaps embarrassing, questions; preparing the end of interviews. Such
practical questions can be placed into the broader frame of interviewing
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the powerful or relatively powerful, even whilst some of the men were not
powerful in societal structural terms. These are deeply methodological and
theoretical, including the very construction of knowledge, typically an intersectional gendered, not a one-dimensional, social process.
In this work, I had to use my own gender resources, my own self as a
method, to be a somewhat different kind of man in different times and
places, to secure research access, often several times over, at several different organisational levels. In interviewing, there were different challenges
again, how to be polite and respectful to a man whom you knew had recently beaten up his wife, without colluding with him. It was also important
in this kind of fieldwork to use professional power and expert authority at
some points, including in keeping control of interviews.
A crucial question in this research was the relations of men’s talk (in
the present, and about violence) and men’s (past) actions/violences/body –
highlighting the importance of the material-discursive in analysing and opposing violence. What indeed could be more material, more embodied, and
more discursive, than violence? Thus, I have since preferred to focus on the
critique of men and men’s individual and collective material-discursive practices (Hearn, 2014) rather than the critique of masculinities, a less than clear
gloss which can come and go, with less fundamental change in gender and
gender relations.
Another crucial element was mutual support amongst the researchers in
the research team. So the external professional expert ‘front’ of the research
was coupled with very caring, mutually caring, and humorous, relations between the researchers. All of us men who did the interviewing of men had
experience in men’s personal development work, men’s politics and/or critical academic studies on men and masculinities. Still, there was much stress
and tension to be dealt with, and a need for caring relations between men
in discussing whatever came up from interviews, especially around sex and
violence. I realised when these projects were completed I had been under a
medium level of stress for several years, fearing the worst, and that I did not
wish to work full-time on violence.
Substantively, these research endeavours on men’s violence to known
women taught me many things, from the incidentalisation of violence in
men’s talk, descriptions and explanations, to the pluralisation of men’s violence to violences, to the ways in which any explanation (biological, psychological, psychanalytic, social, learnt, reactive, cultural, even anti-patriarchal,
feminist) can itself be used and misused. Interestingly, the excuses, justifications and self-explanations of violence provided by the interviewees were
invariably social, if typically individualised, rather than biological.
A promising strand of analysis and policy development was to see men’s violence to women, perhaps counter-intuitively, in part through (‘fratriarchal’)
peer relations between men (DeKeseredy, 1990; Hearn, 1998a; Whitehead,
2005; Hearn & Whitehead, 2006; Sanday, 2007). Violence can be a currency
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in and through which men are often defined, constituted, and women can be
the object or means of that currency. Men may ‘meet’ each other through similarity rand degrees of difference regarding relations to violence to women.
In this respect, Bob Pease’s (2008) work on how anti-violence intervention
can be directed to non-violent men, not only men using violence, is important. This perspective mirrors the challenge for men doing anti-violence
work to address possible dissociation and distancing from ‘other men’, men’s
violence and patriarchy (Burrell, 2020); to put this another way, the silence
of non-violent men partly maintains men’s violence.
An apparent paradox persists between the need to focus on (men’s) violence, and the danger of separately, even isolating, violence from the rest of
social life. Despite its possible moral appeal, there is a problem with focusing
on violence narrowly to the exclusion of all else. Interestingly, the separation,
the incidentalisation, of violence from the rest of social life, for example, childcare, sexuality or housework, was a feature of many interviews with men who
had used violence to women, even when that violence was described explicitly and in detail. Moreover, this relative isolation of violence from the rest of
social life is one way that research on violence can itself proceed – whether we
are talking about IPV, men’s interpersonal violence, sexual coercion and assault or war. Such kinds of men’s accounts, and studies, have limitations, and
may even assist in reproducing violence. Some of these experiences showed a
clear isomorphism between the difficulty of separating violence from social
life and the difficulty of separating IPV from other violences. Reifying violence is to be opposed; violence is not a thing, to be separated off. Indeed, is
one set of assaults within a limited space of time (how long?) to be counted as
one violence or many, as identifiably separate movements of the hand, arms,
legs, feet, head or torso to inflict harm? Measuring violence is difficult.
Another important angle on men and masculinities and IPV or men’s violence to known women was the place of men and masculinities in the organisations and agencies that develop policy and deal with men’s violence to
known women (Hearn, 1998b). The Criminal Justice System is a system not
just dominated by men, but dominated by particular kinds of masculinities,
in the shape of police, lawyers, prosecution, prison, probation, men’s programmes, and so on. Such officials themselves can be directly non-violent or
violent, and moreover can subvert or collude with interpersonal violence in
terms of responses to violence, lack of responses or patriarchal responses:
violence occurs in, through and around organisations (Hearn & Parkin,
2001). An apparently innocent (but not) question by, say, a police officer to a
victim/survivor such as, ‘And what did you do to provoke him?’ can not only
blame the victim but entail a double violation. Respectable, middle class,
lawyerly masculinities and explicitly colluding sexist masculinities both affect and construct IPV.
From the mid-1990s, I had become interested in the limitations of the
concepts of masculinity and masculinities (Hearn, 1996). Conducting this
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detailed empirical research on men’s violence to known women was also a
major prompt to questioning the concept of hegemonic masculinity that had
been developed from the late 1970s (Connell, 1979/1983; Carrigan, Connell
& Lee, 1985), as well as the concepts of subordinated and other masculinities. Interestingly, three of the most referred to, yet presumably contrasting,
masculinities might be seen as conducive, in different ways, to men’s violence: the hegemonic as legitimating patriarchy; the complicit as condoning;
and subordinated as compensating for compensatory relative lack of power
(Hearn, 2012). At the start of one interview, the interviewee announced he
was ‘not a violent man’, and then proceeded to describe at least 30 occasions
when he had been violent, often using major physical violence, along with
severe verbal and emotional violence. Then contrast him with those judges,
often very respectable, who have dismissed or downplayed the impact of
physical and sexual assaults. Are these really both examples of the play of
hegemonic masculinity?
There were certainly difficulties in applying the concept of hegemonic
masculinity in the empirical contrasts between plural ways of being men that
perpetuate violence. Is violent masculinity hegemonic, and aspired to and
aimed for, or is it that non-violent masculinity is hegemonic, and aspired
to and aimed for? Does violence to women indicate a loss of control, not
least in disrupting the taken-for-granted, for example, in men’s experience
of shame? And is hegemonic masculinity in doing, or not doing, IPV located
in individuals, or is it a more abstract formulation, a heuristic or an educational device? These things bothered me a lot, in a way that most people did
not seem to care much about in gladly going along with the hegemony of the
concept of hegemonic masculinity.
In contrast, the hegemony of men (Hearn, 2004) addresses more directly
men’s violence to women. In seeing men in terms of both plurality and commonality across social divisions, men’s violence to known women may assist
the maintenance of masculine identity, while seeming at times to undermine
it. Such violence may seem paradoxical, since it is inconsistent with being
the provider for and protector of women; yet this is only so if masculinity is
understood in terms of personal identity (Hanmer, 1990). Men’s violence to
women can be facilitated by the hegemony of men and men’s homosociality,
rather than a specific configuration of masculinity, hegemonic, or otherwise
(Hearn, 2012, 2013).

From 1996: … intimate partner violence
as transnational
And then, in 1997 I moved to Finland… this also prompted the move to
more societal and cross-societal approaches to violence, not least through
having to learn about gender relations in a different societal context, and
through involvement in various Nordic, EU and European (mainly EU)

26

Jeff Hearn

research and policy projects. This represented something of a return to
Geography (as if it ever went away), as my first degree back in the 1960s was
in Geography, with a special focus on Political Geography in Africa, and
thus imperialism and colonialism.
In this new setting, I was very cautious about doing my own empirical
work on violence: partly through language, partly as knowledge about the
gender system and violence from the UK did not necessarily translate to Finland and the Nordic region, and partly I wanted to do something different,
and not work on violence all the time. This meant a lot of collaborative work
with Finnish colleagues, initially with the Sexual Violence Research Consortium, co-convened with Suvi Ronkainen, where we supervised five PhDs.
One basic effect of the move was to re-learn about gender power relations
in a new national, societal and regional context. This included the impact
of different histories, colonialisms, wars, laws, policies, gender equality
politics – and geopolitical position, between Russia to the east and Sweden
to the west, and between Lapland, spanning four countries in the north, and
the (post-Soviet) Baltics to the south. IPV was now more easily seen as a
part of a much larger picture of violences and violations, that cross different
forms, and different parts of the world, still mainly done by men. There were
also different forms of activism, around feminism, profeminism and coalition politics in Finland and the Nordic region. Yet still, as in the UK, issues
around the sex trade proved to be divisive, with some men leaving the activist
organisation, profeministimiehet (‘Profeminist men’), as they did not want to
stand, at least publicly, against prostitution and pornography. Prostitution
and pornography are certainly at times part of, or linked to IPV, so one
needs to know about them in analysing and opposing IPV.
The move to a new national context and home soon shifted onto to the
cross-national, the comparative, the global, and then in due course the
transnational, in terms of both the doing and receiving of violence, and
laws, policies, activism and practices against violence; initially, this was
through both comparative studies, and EU- and Nordic-funded research
on men’s violence in Europe. Comparative studies, for example, of Finland
and Scotland (McKie & Hearn, 2004; Hearn & McKie, 2008, 2010), and
Finland and the UK (Hearn, 2002; Hearn, Pösö, Smith, White & Korpinen,
2004), showed how men’s violence to known women, IPV and child abuse
could be subject to very different systems, politics and policies, with their
own gendered (of usually masculinised, intersectional) hierarchies, in both
doing and responding to violence (Hearn, Strid, Husu & Verloo, 2016). One
difference concerned the extent to which the women’s refuge movement was
separated from or integrated into the state; other differences included how
the law and order debate figured in media and party politics, how fatherhood politics and anti-violence politics were recognised, or not, as interconnected (Eriksson, 2002), and how the ethnicisation and racialisation of
violence works.
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Violence, men’s violences, both doing of and receiving by men, was one
of the four main themes in the 10-country EU-funded Critical Research on
Men in Europe (CROME) study 2000–2003, conducted with Keith Pringle,
Ursula Müller, Elżbieta Oleksy and many others. One issue in this work was
again the difficulty of applying the concepts of masculinity, masculinities and
hegemonic masculinity, let alone complicit, marginalised or subordinated
masculinities. From discussions in the research group of feminist and profeminist researchers across these countries from the Russian Federation to
Ireland, from Norway to Italy, it was realised that hegemonic masculinity,
whilst theoretically and pedagogically productive, did not easily work for our
purposes, partly because it is unclear and vague, but also because it might
mean quite, even totally, different things in and across the different countries.
For this reason, the consortium adopted the conceptualisation of men’s individual and collective practices, as a way of proceeding. In a sense, this was
rerunning some of the complications encountered in the earlier empirical
projects on men’s violence to known women, but now at a more macro level
(Hearn & Pringle, 2006). The CROME research group continued and expanded with four more countries as one of the four working groups within
the large Co-ordination Action on Human Rights Violation (CAHRV) project
2004–2006. Both these projects emphasised intersectional analysis of men’s violence to known women, IPV and violence more generally (Hearn et al., 2013).
A key developing issue here is that while IPV and men’s violence to known
women are mainly interpersonal violence, they can be understood at more
macro societal levels. This level of analysis shows major variations in prevalence and incidence, and in policy development. IPV also occurs within
and in relation to other forms of violence. The whole range of violences are
relevant for IPV. Also, many forms of violence – interpersonal (e.g. crime,
gender-based violence), inter-state (e.g., militarism and war), state-citizen
(e.g., use of death penalty) and group-state (e.g., terrorism) – may be connected, so that an increase in one form is likely to lead to an increase in
other forms, and a decrease in one is linked to a decrease in others (Walby,
2009). In a similar vein, the most gender unequal and homophobic countries
are also those with the highest level of societal violence and most at risk of
armed conflict in their own territory (Ekvall, 2019). Links have also been
made between the control of women’s bodies, so-called honour cultures,
and interpersonal violence (Brown, Osterman & Barnes, 2009), between violence against women and armed conflict (Beyer, 2014), and between hate
crimes and terrorism (Mills, Freilich & Chermak, 2017).
Moreover, IPV is not only local and immediate, but sometimes distant
and even transnational, crossing national boundaries through migration,
dispersed family and friends, long-range threats, social media, insecurities
and dependencies around citizenship, and so on (Hearn, 2015, pp. 108–111).
A transnational perspective on IPV is increasingly necessary. These questions have become yet more complex with the extension of IPV, violence and
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sexual violence more generally through information and communication
technologies (ICTs) (Hearn, 2006), including pornographisation of the internet, media, television and public space, expansion of the global sex trade
and sexual violence, ‘revenge pornography’ and violation by sexual image
distribution directed at partners and ex-partners (Hall & Hearn, 2017, 2019;
Hearn & Hall, 2019). All these can be IPV, raising several complex issues, for
example, how such violations can be simultaneously embodied and virtual,
and how they may also create new forms of violent ‘bystander’ homosociality in IPV (Whisnant, 2010; DeKeseredy & Schwartz, 2016).

Now …
In this chapter, I have sought to discuss, albeit rather briefly, some theoretical/
political/reflexive personal accountings of my various engagements with
men, masculinities and violences, along with some comments on positioning, contributions and difficulties. In keeping with the frame of the book,
I have kept to the thread of IPV but also argued for openness to how such
violence interconnects with and blurs into other forms and contexts. As
noted, I continue to experience some dissatisfactions with both concepts of
‘masculinities’ and ‘IPV’.
Currently, I continue working, with Matthew Hall and Ruth Lewis, on
online violations, which are often also IPV, and with Sofia Strid, Dag Balkmar, Anne Laure Humbert and Marine Delaunay on societal violence regimes (Hearn et al., 2020). This latter project considers not only the large
variations in forms and extent of violences, including IPV and anti-violence
policies and movements, but also seeks to place direct IPV into the broader
context of global, capitalist, colonialist, environmental, epistemic, and imperialist violations, including the difficult question of: what is violence?
These wider contexts frame IPV.
The current global situation seems especially uncertain with dire economic, environmental, socio-political and health crises, and moves to nationalist violent authoritarianism. Violent global, transnational processes,
and the men and masculinities involved, operate worldwide (Ruspini, Hearn,
Pease & Pringle, 2011; Hearn, Ratele & Shefer, 2016). This is no more obvious
than in studying IPV transnationally, across the ‘global North’ and ‘South’
(Shefer, Hearn, Ratele & Boonzaier, 2018), and in contexts of imperialism
and colonialism. These questions are not just matters for macro-analysis.
IPV is enacted by diverse intersectional gendered people, even if largely by
men, in part affected by location, background, socialisation, prior experiences, and so on, as examined by, for example, the multi-country IMAGES
project (International Men and Gender Equality Survey) (Levtov, Barker,
Contreras-Urbina, Heilman & Verma, 2014).
Locational, transnational and intersectional perspectives also speak to
the immediate issue of direct intervention against men’s violence to known
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women and IPV. For example, van Niekerk and Boonzaier (this volume),
working in South Africa, bring a locally produced knowledge, pro-African,
and intersectional approach to men’s programmes. This perspective confronts any ‘one size fits all’ model for intervention programmes, and may be
a way forward following the limited positive results on effectiveness from
such methods in the global North (Smedslund, Dalsbø, Steiro, Winsvold, &
Clench-Aas, 2007; Feder, Austin & Wilson, 2008; Arias, Arce & Vilariño,
2013; see Jewkes, Flood & Lang, 2015).
Finally, there is a great need for more empirical work on IPV, but the
methodological-ontological-epistemological problem of violence remains:
that direct physical violence is not always ‘necessary’ following earlier violence or threat, or simply the existence of structural violence and major
power imbalances, as in slavery, forced and indentured labour, colonialism,
imperialism, capitalism, and of course patriarchy. Deeply violating societies
and situations may not always need to endure through continuous direct
violence.
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Chapter 3

Theorising masculinity and
intimate partner violence
Kalle Berggren, Lucas Gottzén and Hanna Bornäs

Introduction
Intimate partner violence continues to prevail in many societies. It is increasingly recognised as a major social problem, mainly due to feminist organising, campaigning and research. Since the 1970s, feminist scholars have
attempted to understand the link between men, masculinity and violence –
what at times is called ‘the man question’ (Collier, 2020). This refers to the
overwhelming evidence that men account for most intimate partner violence, violence against women in general, as well as violence against other
men. How can such violence be understood? In this chapter, we review the
major theoretical approaches that have been developed within feminist research and masculinity studies. What these approaches have in common is
that they all see partner abuse as, to a large extent, a question of gender and
power, and that it is related to established notions of masculinity. Beyond
this general assertion, however, there is little agreement on how to best comprehend the connections between men, masculinity and intimate partner
violence. Unpacking the different conceptualisations of gender and power,
we highlight how different issues have been foregrounded within the major
strands of feminist theory, including radical feminism, socialist feminism
and intersectionality. Moreover, we consider the more specific approaches
that have been developed in research on men, masculinity, crime and violence. Some of the central questions to which the different approaches provide shifting answers are: to what extent should gender be conceived as an
overarching system of inequality where men oppress women – and to what
extent should gender be understood as something variably constructed in
social interaction? To what extent should gender be highlighted as the most
fundamental aspect of men’s violence, and to what extent should the interplay with different forms of social inequality be considered? To what extent
should research on men’s use of violence focus on what the men gain from
and accomplish through their use of violence, and to what extent is it important to understand their trajectories in becoming violent men? This chapter
provides a tour of the different major approaches and their distinct ways
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of answering these questions and of conceptualising men, masculinity and
intimate partner violence. We begin with radical feminism.

Radical feminism
Radical feminism emerged in the 1960s and in the 1970s as a tradition which
foregrounds men’s oppression of women in all spheres of society, including
an emphasis on the personal as political. Radical feminism sees physical
and sexual violence as central to men’s oppression of women and stresses the
need for developing knowledge out of women’s experiences. Radical feminism includes feminist work at different levels, such as political agitation
against sexual violence, grassroots organising of women’s shelters, as well
as empirical research on violence. Here, we focus on three central aspects
in radical feminist theorising of violence: explaining violence in terms of its
effects on women, theorising sexual violence as a continuum, as well as the
notion of a rape culture.
Radical feminism can be described as a structuralist form of feminist theory. Patriarchy is seen as the primary social division, with two distinct social categories: men – the group in power, and women – the oppressed group
(Millett, 1970). Violence, in a broad sense, is seen as a central mechanism in
men’s oppression and control of women. Writing on physical violence, Rebecca Dobash and Russell Dobash (1978, p. 15) argued, ‘We propose that the
correct interpretation of violence between husbands and wives conceptualises
such violence as the extension of the domination and control of husbands over
their wives’. Similarly, Susan Brownmiller (1975, p. 15) contended that rape is
a ‘process of intimidation by which all men keep all women in a state of fear’.
A key element in the radical feminist analysis of men’s violence is thus to
focus on its consequences for, and effects on women. This is in stark contrast to emphasising how the violent man has been affected by various factors, including belonging to a disadvantaged group in terms of class, race or
ethnicity, alcohol or substance abuse, emotional regulation issues, or traumatic childhood experiences. In studies on violent men, radical feminists
emphasise what men gain through their use of violence, such as control over
the division of labour in the household, or sexual access (Lundgren, 1995;
Scully, 1990). In explaining men’s violence, radical feminism thus wants to
shift attention from the question of what ‘caused’ a man to use violence, to
the question of its ‘effects’ on women. Focusing on causes is argued to minimise the severity of the violence itself as well as portraying the violent man
as the real victim (of circumstances).
The effects of men’s violence are largely understood to be about power
and control over women. As Melanie McCarry (2007) summarises,
male violence has two interrelated functions: on an individual level it
is used by men to exert power and control over individual women (and
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children) and on a structural level has the effect of perpetuating a system of male domination.
(p. 405)
An influential model is the Duluth ‘Power and Control Wheel’ (Pence &
Paymar, 1993), where physical violence is seen as embedded in other tactics
at men’s disposal in order to achieve power and control over their intimate
partners. Men’s use of physical violence is thus understood as part of a continuum of tactics, including using coercion and threats, intimidation, emotional abuse, isolation, minimising, denying and blaming, using children,
using male privilege as well as economic abuse.
Liz Kelly (1988) developed the idea of a continuum of sexual violence. While
previous approaches have often been concerned with one type of violent crime
at a time, such as domestic violence, rape or child sexual abuse, she explored
them as all being part of a continuum of sexual violence. This continuum also
includes other forms such as sexual harassment and pressurised sex. Since it
can be difficult to name experiences of sexual violence, Kelly argues that the
continuum perspective ‘provides women with a means of defining their specific experience as abuse without necessarily having to name it as a particular
form of sexual violence’ (p. 157). The idea of a continuum also means that
sexual violence is not seen as primarily committed by a limited number of
deviant men. Instead, it is analysed in terms of how patriarchy works.
Men’s power over women in patriarchal societies results in men assuming rights of sexual access to and intimacy with women and in certain
levels of force, coercion or abuse being seen as justified.
(Kelly, 1988, p. 41)
The final important idea of radical feminism that we want to draw attention to is that of a rape culture. While the use of violence is seen as part of
men’s attempts to exert power and control over an intimate partner, each
violent man does not invent sexual violence anew. Instead, men learn to use
violence against women from cultural repertoires. This is the idea of a rape
culture, which is commonly defined as ‘a complex of beliefs that encourages
male sexual aggression and supports violence against women’ (Buchwald,
Fletcher & Roth, 2005, p. xi). In a way, violence becomes a citational practice referring back to broadly circulated cultural meanings. Accordingly,
cultural analysis is a central part of radical feminist analysis. Attention has
been devoted to both high-status cultural expressions such as literature
(Millett, 1970) as well as pornography and other of forms low-status culture
(MacKinnon, 1993). Here, patriarchal culture tends to be seen as a factor
that determines men’s actions. Catharine MacKinnon (1993), for instance,
argues that men learn to rape from pornography through ‘a process that is
largely unconscious and works as primitive conditioning’ (p. 16).
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Radical feminism puts issues of violence and sexuality on the feminist
agenda and offers an analysis of how men’s violence to intimate partners
can be theorised in relation to patriarchy as a system of men’s power and
women’s subordination. Radical feminists rarely distinguish between men
and masculinity; instead, all men are often considered to be ‘deeply and
firmly implicated in women’s oppression’ (Harding, 1998, p. 179). While radical feminist perspectives on violence have been influential, they have also
been criticised. The critique primarily addresses the categorical emphasis
on patriarchy as a system of men’s oppression and women’s subordination.
According to its critics, radical feminism faces problems in contextualising gender relations in regards to race, class, gender and sexual diversity
(e.g. Butler, 1990; Crenshaw, 1991; Hill Collins, 1990) as well as in differentiating between varying constructions of masculinity (Messerschmidt, 1993).
The latter concern is the focus of socialist feminist work on men, masculinity and violence, to which we now turn.

Socialist feminism
Socialist feminism grew out of attempts to overcome the limitations of traditional class-only Marxist analysis, while simultaneously making use of
conceptual resources from the Marxist tradition in theorising gender relations (e.g. Hartmann, 1979). This is the kind of theoretical discussions that
came to influence the development of masculinity studies in the 1980s. The
most prominent theorist in this respect is Raewyn Connell (1987, 1995), who
developed a theory of gender relations built upon Antonio Gramsci’s (1971)
notion of hegemony. At the heart of Connell’s work are three aspects: men’s
power over women, power differences between different groups of men, and
the importance of historical variation and change. Connell turned to the
notion of hegemony, which refers to the ways in which power works not
through violence and force, but instead through alliances and what is seen
as ‘common sense’. Gramsci thus emphasised cultural struggles in theorising class dominance, which Connell made use of in relation to gender relations, and in particular regarding questions about men and masculinity.
Connell argued that gender relations change over time and take different shapes at different moments, which theories about patriarchy did not
foreground. In each historical moment, there is one form of ‘hegemonic
masculinity’, a way of being a man which is taken for granted and which
yields power over women but also over other forms of masculinity. Hegemonic masculinity is ‘the configuration of gender practice which embodies
the currently accepted answer to the problem of the legitimacy of patriarchy’ (Connell, 1995, p. 77). With this formulation, Connell managed to
acknowledge that men generally have more power than women, but also
that some men are more powerful and others less so. Moreover, gender relations change, and the forms of masculinity that have a current hegemonic
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position may always be questioned. The other categories of masculinity in
Connell’s model include ‘complicit masculinity’ that involves men who gain
benefits from patriarchal arrangements but are not themselves at the forefront of patriarchy; ‘subordinated masculinity’, referring to men who do
not live up to masculine standards, primarily homosexual, bisexual and/or
transgender men; and ‘marginalised masculinity’, which includes men who
are disadvantaged in terms of class, race or ethnicity.
Connell’s work does not expand on intimate partner violence. This is
perhaps because the theory of hegemony focuses on ‘soft’ power and the
politics of common sense. Nevertheless, she stresses that the concept of hegemonic masculinity can be used to ‘explain the cultural embedding and
specific shape of violence in communities where physical aggression is expected or admired among men’ (Connell, 2002, p. 93). Moreover, she suggests that even if men who batter their wives are not necessarily applauded,
their violence can nevertheless be culturally sanctioned: ‘A controlled use
of force, or the threat of force, has been widely accepted as part of men’s
repertoire in dealing with women and children’ (p. 94).
Other masculinity scholars include Jeff Hearn and James Messerschmidt.
Hearn (1996) draws on the Marxist distinction between materialism and
idealism and argues that to use the concept of ‘masculinity’ is to draw attention away from men’s material practices. He therefore advocates the concept
‘hegemony of men’ alongside hegemonic masculinity in theorising men and
violence (Hearn, 2012). Men in this context are seen as a social category
formed in the gender order, a dominant collective with individual actors.
At the same time, the meaning of what men are is fluid and always open to
interpretation. Hearn (1998a) points out that men need to be understood
both materially and discursively, and wants to analyse both men’s violent
practices and their talk about their violence.
Messerschmidt is the scholar in this tradition who has written most extensively about men’s violent crime. In his early work, he developed a socialist
feminist analysis of crime (Messerschmidt, 1986) arguing that it needs to be
understood in relation to the different opportunities that individuals have,
depending on race, class and gender. For instance, corporate crime is likely
to be committed by the middle-class men who occupy positions within corporations, whereas a street crime is likely to be committed by racially marginalised young men, who dwell on the street. Moreover, different types of
crime are linked to ideas of gender. Shoplifting is a typical feminine crime,
reflecting a notion of women as consumers. In contrast, robbery is an exemplary masculine crime, as it is linked to notions of masculinity involving
violence and aggression and includes a confrontation with other persons.
This offers men who generally do not occupy powerful societal positions to
feel powerful for a while.
In subsequent works, Messerschmidt (1993, 1997) develops this analysis
into what he calls structured action theory. He draws on Connell’s analysis
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of masculinities in the plural, as opposed to radical feminism, which he argues ‘simply bulldoze[s] away the complexity in which gender (masculinity)
is situationally and, therefore, differently accomplished throughout society’
(Messerschmidt, 1993, p. 45). Following Connell, Messerschmidt emphasises masculinity as practice and aims to deepen the analysis of practice
by drawing together ideas from different social theories. In particular, he
draws on the ethnomethodological analysis of gender as a situated accomplishment (West & Zimmerman, 1987). Here, individuals are understood
to reflexively orient themselves towards the norms governing interaction,
knowing that they are held accountable for their actions.
Messerschmidt’s most central claim is that ‘crime is a resource that may
be summoned when men lack other resources to accomplish gender’ (Messerschmidt, 1993, p. 85). This formulation brings together two aspects: first,
that people use the various resources they have at hand in constructing gender; and second, that crime becomes a relevant resource when men lack
other options. In short, men are held liable for their performances of masculinity, and when they lack possibilities of being powerful by legitimate
means they may turn to crime.
Messerschmidt’s structured action theory is a theoretical approach
that can be used in analysing different crimes in different settings. When
it comes to intimate partner violence, he points out that physical violence
is more common in working-class contexts. This is understood as due to
the lesser opportunities working-class men have for having authority outside the home (Messerschmidt, 1993). Sexual violence can be the result of
middle-class men’s feelings of entitlement to sex. They may be less invested
in a conventional gendered division of labour, but still be patriarchal regarding sexuality (Messerschmidt, 1993).
In his later work, Messerschmidt (2000, 2004, 2012) analyses life-history
interviews with white working-class youth who have committed assaultive
violence, sexual violence or have practiced non-violence. His analysis of
Lenny, who had committed assaultive violence, and Sam, who had committed sexual violence, shows how they both had been bullied in school with
reference to their gender performance. They both turned to their fathers
who advised them to strike back at their bullies, which they felt unable to
do. Instead both sought out other contexts where they were able to enact
the dominant masculinity they felt was required of them: Lenny hit younger
kids in his neighbourhood while Sam sexually assaulted the younger girls
he was babysitting. The contrast between the cases is the different emphasis
of being able to fight or of having sex for constructing credible masculinity. Messerschmidt’s analysis of these cases shows how youth may turn to
violence as a resource for constructing masculinity when they lack other
resources. It also highlights the importance of understanding the interplay
between different sites of gender construction, such as the school, the home,
and the street (see also Totten, 2000). The theorisations of masculinity and
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violence which come out of the socialist tradition thus emphasise how gender, specifically masculinity, is differentially constructed depending on
historical transformations and situational accomplishments. One point of
critique concerns the concept of masculinity. While authors like Hearn are
critical of some of its usages, it is nevertheless a central concept in both Connell’s and Messerschmidt’s work. However, if all different kinds of criminal
acts committed by men can be explained by their attempt to accomplish
masculinity, a large burden of explanation is put on this concept (Collier,
1998; Hood-Williams, 2001).

Men’s accounts of violence
We now turn to approaches that focus on critically deconstructing how men
talk about, explain and justify their use of violence, often referred to as accounts research or ‘discourses of violence’ research (cf. Gadd, 2000). Such
research on partner-violent men’s moral work is not a comprehensive theory,
but rather an amalgam of different approaches that tend to focus on men and
intimate partner violence on a micro level, and primarily in the research interview. This research often has its roots in radical feminism, where researchers identify how perpetrators attempt to minimise their violence or mitigate
their responsibility (e.g. Kelly & Westmarland, 2016; Ptacek, 1988; Scully,
1990). Others combine feminist perspectives with interactionism, ethnomethodology or discourse analysis (e.g. Lea & Auburn, 2001; Stokoe, 2010).
A central notion in this line of research is accountability, which implies
that individuals need to provide culturally acceptable explanations of their
problematic actions. These explanations not only describe events but in the
statement the individual also presents himself as a moral person (Scott &
Lyman, 1968). Violent men may provide techniques of neutralisation (Sykes
& Matza, 1957) that reduce the importance and extent of violence by comparing their violence with other men’s abuse, which is then rendered worse
and more extensive (Cavanagh, Dobash, Dobash & Lewis, 2001). This can
also be done by highlighting the woman’s role, not least that his violence is
the result of her behaviour and personality (Anderson & Umberson, 2001).
Accounts may also be used to reduce the seriousness and extent of the abuse
(Hearn, 1998a).
While analyses of men’s accounts tend to be set on a micro level they
are often related to a (radical) feminist understanding of gender and power
where accounts become a way to sustain male power and render violence as
self-evident or as an acceptable response to a situation. Here, what research
has identified as risk factors may be used by violent men as a resource for
justifying their abuse (Hearn, 1998a). Researchers have also demonstrated
that perpetrators may draw on cultural repertoires of rape culture, as Diana
Scully (1990, p. 102) points out, ‘Sexually violent men need not search far
for cultural language that supports the premise that women are responsible
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for, or at least provoke, rape’. Others, drawing on discursive analysis, argue
that violent men use cultural repertoires to present themselves as intelligible
(Stokoe, 2010). The need to provide an account is then seen as due to that
intimate partner violence as a morally controversial act that is in fact not
culturally accepted.
Accounts are not only used to provide culturally acceptable excuses and
justifications, but through accounts men produce their identity. Hearn
(1998a) argues that ‘Men’s talk about violence is not an effect of the past, it
is men doing masculinities in the present’ (p. 213). Through their accounts,
men may enact two different selves, one violent and one nonviolent self,
where the latter is represented as the ‘true’ self. They are thus able to present
themselves as good, moral persons who are not fully responsible for their
violence (Hearn, 1998a).
In accounts research, masculinity is presented as a normative framework
that makes the individual man morally responsible to act in accordance with
what is culturally intelligible. In some settings violence against a woman may
be an acceptable way of behaving, in others it might not. For instance, in an
ethnographic study of men undergoing court-mandated treatment, Douglas
Schrock and Irene Padavic (2007) show how these men initially resisted the
therapists’ demands for responsibility, while the therapists tried to persuade
them to assume responsibility by drawing on discourses of rational masculinity. The therapists and the men jointly produced traditional masculine
values, such as the man as breadwinner, rational and self-controlled, without necessarily changing the men’s violent behaviour.
Critics have argued that even though this type of analysis powerfully
demonstrates how responsibility and agency are negotiated, the problem is
that since it does not present the context of the statement it tends to present
men as carriers of misogynist discourses while ‘the humanity of the men,
including their own problematic position vis-à-vis certain masculinities’ is
obscured (Presser, 2005, p. 2068). The researcher critiques the perpetrator
but runs the risk of reproducing him as a stereotypical woman batterer who
refuses to acknowledge his crimes. In contrast, psychosocial criminology
to which we now turn emphasises the importance of not disregarding the
individual man’s biography.

Psychosocial criminology
Within criminological studies of masculinity and violence, psychosocial theories and approaches have emerged, as it is argued that they extend some of
the limitations of sociological masculinity theories. Drawing on poststructuralist and psychoanalytical perspectives, Tony Jefferson, Wendy Hollway
and David Gadd (Gadd, 2000, 2003; Gadd & Jefferson, 2007; Hollway &
Jefferson, 2013) have criticised the strong focus on men’s accounts in previous
research and aim to contextualise men’s violence by emphasising how early
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relations within the family are crucial in subject formation. In particular,
they discuss how masculine identifications enable a ‘defended’ and conflicted
subject investing – often unconsciously and in contradictory ways – in normative discourses. They regard most explanations to men’s violence as lacking by ignoring the individual factors that explain why some men resort to
violence while others do not. Furthermore, they critique Messerschmidt for
seeing the subject as rational and unitary, so that men deliberately ‘choose’
to use violence. Previous approaches to men’s violence, from radical feminist
to structured action theory, have thus tended to regard the perpetrators’ behaviour as overly instrumental, and men as essentially strong and powerful.
This view of male subjectivity is neither intellectually coherent nor recognisable to the men themselves, according to psychosocial criminologists (Gadd
et al., 2015; Jefferson, 1994). The psychosocial claim is that disregarding individual experience and the psychic domain of conflicting and unconscious
emotions and reactions would mean obscuring part of the causes of violence,
and thus also the possibilities of ending it.
In an effort to emphasise men’s ambivalent relations to masculinity and
how vulnerability can be seen to propel certain men’s use of violence, difficult experiences and conflicting emotions in men’s narratives are highlighted.
In pointing to how subjects avoid feelings of anxiety through investing in
certain discourses of masculinity, psychological and social explanations
are combined. Early experiences in childhood, such as being subjected to
violence, abuse or neglect are used to explain men’s need to avoid vulnerability and project it to someone else, like the victim. The ‘defended subject’
is a concept theoretically connected to Melanie Klein’s (1946) ideas of the
paranoid-schizoid position, in which the psychological defences of splitting
and projection are used to defend against feelings of anxiety and vulnerability. Through splitting – experiencing oneself and others in polarised ways, as
either good or bad, strong or weak, right or wrong – and projecting the unwanted qualities onto the other, the subject can remain in seeming control.
The projection of unwanted vulnerability onto the other takes on gendered patterns. Inspired by Jessica Benjamin’s (1998) theory of how the process of sexual development and gender identification in patriarchal society
leads to a male defensive repudiation of femininity, Gadd and Jefferson
(2007, p. 46) argue that this can help explain the male overrepresentation
in violence:
[…] this notion of a vulnerable subject, investing in empowering discursive positions while projecting vulnerabilities onto others and attacking
them there, provides a critical part of the answer to the criminological
question: why did they do it?
Psychosocial criminology aims at once to propose a theory of violence
and of masculinity. In this approach, masculinity is very much a negative
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characteristic: it is produced through a refusal to accept certain emotionality and vulnerability in relation to others. Masculinity can thus be regarded
as a form of deficient subjectivity, that has outsourced weakness and placed
it within the feminine domain. In contrast to the powerful male subject in
radical feminist theories, or the strategic subject in structured action theory,
violence is here more a sign of male weakness. There seems to be no possibility of re-negotiating masculinity positively; the aim is rather to bridge
gender polarities and the ideal subject is ‘less defensive’ (Jefferson, 2002,
p. 83) and allows for nuanced and multiple identifications and emotions. The
connection between masculinity and violence is twofold. On a social level,
violence is a male attribute in certain discourses and stereotypes. As Jefferson (1998) shows in his analysis of the world champion boxer Mike Tyson,
the discourses available for men to invest in are clearly defined within the
boundaries of class and race. As a black, socially and economically disadvantaged man, developing a tough and hard masculine subjectivity through
‘a willingness to risk the body in performance’ (p. 81) is an available route to
success, simultaneously escaping victimisation and weakness. Further, on a
psychological level, the need to invest in discourses of ‘the hard man’ often
stems from early exposure to harm, combined with the male propensity to
deny identification with the mother, and with women and femininity in general, thus overvaluing independence and toughness, which leads to being
abusive in intimate relations as well.
Psychosocial criminology has been criticised for going too far in sympathising with the perpetrators, thus excusing their behaviour and moving the
focus away from the harm they cause (Collier, 2020). Despite the explicit aim
to bridge the gap between individual and social factors, the approach has
been critiqued for emphasising intra-psychological processes at the expense
of structural factors, thereby minimising men’s abuse.

Social network approaches
We now turn to what we call social network approaches to masculinity and
intimate partner violence. This is not a unified tradition as much as a recurring theme across different feminist traditions. Here, we bring together
some of this writing which highlights how individual perpetrators are influenced by their social network.
Hearn and Antony Whitehead (2006) argue that in order to understand
violence against women, we need to explore men’s homosocial relations:
‘considering relations between men within patriarchal social relations is the
best place to discover what men may be attempting to conform to through
“domestic” violence and thus what may motivate them in that violence’
(p. 45, original emphasis). Similarly, Michael Kimmel (2008) stresses how
boys and men are influenced by other men in their social network in accomplishing masculinity. As he puts it, ‘Guys hear the voices of the men
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in their lives – fathers, coaches, brothers, grandfathers, uncles, priests – to
inform their ideas of masculinity’ (p. 4). Emphasising the collective support
of men’s intimate partner violence, Kimmel describes the ‘guyland’ culture
of young men as a culture of entitlement, silence, and protection. Within
this culture, young men learn to feel entitled to women’s bodies. Their violations are associated with silence within the group, where sexual violence
is rarely called into question. Moreover, information is rarely disclosed to
the outside world, resulting in the protection of perpetrators. Kimmel thus
theorises men’s intimate partner violence as largely a collective enactment.
The role of the social network has been of particular interest in the work
of Walter DeKeseredy and colleagues and their male peer support theory (e.g.
DeKeseredy & Schwartz, 2013; Dragiewicz, 2011; Schwartz & DeKeseredy,
1997). Drawing on radical feminist analysis and using mainly survey data
from North America, they have shown that having men friends who support men’s use of violence against women increases the possibility of a man
committing intimate partner violence against a woman. Martin Schwartz
and Walter DeKeseredy (1997) claim that when a man faces stressful life
events, he turns to his men friends for support. The specific problems men
face vary with the social context, and range from being insecure about dating (Schwartz & DeKeseredy, 1997) to economic cutbacks in rural areas
(DeKeseredy & Schwartz, 2009). In any case, if peers give advice that reinforces messages of men’s superiority over women in the household, the likelihood increases that the man seeking support will commit intimate partner
violence.
Male peer support theory focuses on men receiving unreserved support
for their violence. The man can receive informational support for violence
by peers demonstrating attitudes and norms that support men’s dominance
of women in relationships. For instance, the risk is greater for a young man
to practice violence in a close relationship if his friends show opinions that
legitimise men’s control of and violence against women. The risk of sexual
violence also increases if the man is in a setting where sexism and objectification of women are normalised. Friends and family may also provide
emotional support by assuring the man’s right of control or confirming his
definition of violence as ‘fights’, rape as mutual sex, or abuse as the woman’s fault. Finally, the social network can provide material support through
money or other forms of assistance to activities that reinforce patriarchal
ideology and abuse, such as going to a strip club (Schwartz & DeKeseredy,
1997).
While DeKeseredy and colleagues emphasise that men receive support
that contributes to violence and abuse, research in other contexts suggests
that responses to intimate partner violence are more ambiguous (e.g. Gottzén, 2016; Hearn, 1998b). Even though violent men may receive unequivocal
support, they can also face condemnations. Family and friends may openly
criticise the perpetrator and try to help the victim, but also spread rumours,
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end the friendship or even threaten the man with violence. Violent men expecting this type of negative reactions may be hesitant to tell others about
their abuse. When they communicate about it, they are cautious about what
they say, how and whom they talk to. The fear of how others will react could
also constitute an obstacle to seek professional help (Gottzén, 2016).
Violent men may also face ambiguous responses, that is, a combination of
criticism of violence and support to the perpetrator (Gottzén, 2016; Hearn,
1998b). Family, friends and professionals can condemn violence at a general
level and distance themselves from all forms of violence, but at the same
time claim that the man – given the circumstances – did not make any major
mistakes. Another ambiguous reaction is to first disregard the violence, but
not discuss the matter further, or to make sure that the violence is not recurring or too severe and then leave the topic. Instead, the focus may be placed
on the man’s other problems, such as his general life crisis, his separation
or depression. Such issues can be constructed as the man’s primary problems, while his violence becomes an insignificant part of the greater understanding of his situation. A similar but more constructive reaction is what
might be called a change-oriented response, where the man’s behaviour is
critiqued, but where he is simultaneously urged to address his problems,
seek professional help or is given advise on how to interact with his partner
without being abusive (Gottzén, 2017).

Intersectionality
Indicating the radical feminist influence, all of the approaches hitherto discussed focus on men’s violence against women. However, radical feminist
analyses have been called into question on issues of complexity by intersectional theory. Intersectional approaches, which were developed within
black feminism, as well as antiracist feminism more broadly, highlight that
gender inequality is always embedded within race, sexuality and class inequalities (Crenshaw, 1991; Hattery, 2009; Hill Collins, 1990). Intersectional
perspectives bring several important points to debates on gender and violence. First, by highlighting black women’s anti-violence activism historically, the narrative that feminist opposition to violence begins with radical
feminism is complicated (McGuire, 2010). Second, societal responses to violence are shown to be profoundly shaped by race and class inequalities.
Women’s shelters can be modelled on the experiences of white middle-class
women, failing to provide appropriate support to women of colour (Crenshaw, 1991). Black men are more likely to be criminalised than middle-class
white men for similar offences. Feminists of colour have thus been at the
forefront of developing alternative ways of responding to violence, such
as transformative justice, which do not reinforce the criminal justice system’s disproportionate targeting of marginalised communities (Kim, 2018).
Third, the situation of perpetrators, including the extent of violence in their
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lives, is shaped by class and race inequality. Of the approaches discussed
so far in this chapter, such factors are most explicitly taken into account
by socialist feminism. More recently, it has been emphasised that intimate
partner violence needs to be theorised from the experiences of the global
South, where issues of post-coloniality, racism, poverty and homelessness
may be crucial in understanding perpetrators’ experiences (Boonzaier &
van Niekerk, 2020).
Intersectional approaches stress the need of moving beyond the important but too simplistic frameworks of men and women, and instead consider
how intimate partner violence is shaped not only by gender but also by the
intersecting categories of race, class, sexuality, age and ability. Studies of intimate partner violence and LGBTQ individuals call into question the ways
in which heterosexual relations between men and women are constructed as
universal and self-evident in much feminist violence research. When feminist discourses are confined to the categories of men and women, it is argued,
there is a risk that same-sex relations, sexual fluidity, homo-, bi-, pan- and
other sexual identifications, transgender embodiment and non-binary gender identities are all marginalised. Researchers thus need to explore, for
instance, violence in same-sex relationships (Javaid, 2017) or transgender
victimisation (Langenderfer-Magruder, Whitfield, Walls, Kattari & Ramos,
2016). Both perpetrators’ and victims’ experiences need to be understood
in the light of societal homo-, bi- and transphobia. While radical feminism
argued that issues of violence should be named as gender-specific, and thus
advocated that gender-neutral concepts such as ‘family violence’ be replaced by terms such as ‘violence against women’, queer approaches tend
to support the use of neutral concepts such as ‘intimate partner violence’
in order to avoid marginalising non-normative gender and sexual identities.
While some intersectional approaches highlight how specific conditions
pose distinct challenges for different groups, others also aim to problematise the categories of inequality themselves (McCall, 2005). For example,
describing inequalities may in some cases risk reproducing stereotypical
notions that only certain groups of men are abusive and violent, such as
migrants and ethnic or racial minorities. Violent men do not necessarily embody a hegemonic position, and condemning some men’s intimate partner
violence may be a way of further marginalising these men. By drawing attention to the violence of Other men, privileged men can present themselves
as ‘good’ while simultaneously obscuring their own sexism and misogyny
(see Gottzén & Berggren in this volume).

Conclusions
In this chapter we have reviewed the major approaches to men, masculinity
and intimate partner violence. All bring important, yet different perspectives on the issue, and there are a number of lessons learned from these
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approaches pivotal for future research and theorising in the field. First, we
contend that it is crucial to maintain a focus on men’s power, which is central
to both radical feminism and accounts research. Although we need to highlight the variety of ways men relate to intimate partner violence (including
as victims), men as a group are nevertheless overrepresented as perpetrators
globally. Men’s abuse reproduces and helps to maintain patriarchal power,
both in individual relationships and in society at large. Minimising and
justifying men’s violence also contribute to this as it obscures perpetrator
responsibility. While male power and domination are not necessarily maintained by means of violence, there are historical and cultural ties in most
societies between men’s power (patriarchy) and the use, and sanctioning of
men’s violence in intimate relationships.
Second, this needs to be complemented with a focus on the processes that
lead up to and follow violence in intimate relationships. This focus is a common denominator of several approaches, including structured action theory,
psychosocial criminology and social network approaches. Men’s intimate
partner violence cannot be understood as always caused by an all-powerful
individual. This is evident when exploring the role of violence against
women and men’s relation to other men; violence can be sanctioned but also
condemned by other men. Using violence to ‘accomplish’ masculinity can in
other words backfire and result in social devaluation and the establishment
of new hierarchies between men. Physical and sexual violence may be used
consciously to gain power against a partner or gain a higher status in the
male peer group. Abuse may also be the outcome of less strategic, affective
investments in gendered discourses. There is thus a need for studying the
intricate relations men have to masculinity, including both men’s sense of
entitlement to women’s bodies and sexuality, as well as experiences of not
being able to live up to gender norms.
Third, it is important to adopt an intersectional perspective in order to understand how gender is embedded within a complex set of other inequalities.
Intersectional strategies are crucial not only in highlighting men’s different
relations to intimate partner violence, but also to avoid a stigmatisation of
racialised, poor and rural men and the tendency to place violence elsewhere,
as something that only ‘other’ men do.
Finally, we encourage masculinity and violence scholars to engage in a
greater dialogue with interdisciplinary feminist theory. Theoretical resources
from continental philosophy that have been profound in shaping interdisciplinary feminist theory in recent decades – including poststructuralism (e.g.
Collier, 1998; Howe, 2008), phenomenology (e.g. Alcoff, 2018; Vera-Gray,
2017) and new materialism (e.g. Phipps, Ringrose, Renold & Jackson, 2018) –
have much to offer scholarship on men, masculinity and IPV. These traditions can help scholars to develop a nuanced feminist critique of violence
and masculinity by highlighting the production of gendered discourses and
subjectivities; psycho-social and embodied experiences; feelings and affect
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and how, for instance, hatred and sexism circulate; and the role of space and
materiality, including the affordances of new technologies. Constructive dialogues between different feminist traditions are crucial in order to advance
knowledge about masculinity and violence, as well as to develop more effective ways to work against men’s violence against women in intimate relations.
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Chapter 4

Men from the South
Feminist, decolonial and intersectional
perspectives on men, masculinities
and intimate partner violence
Floretta Boonzaier, Monique Huysamen and
Taryn van Niekerk

There is now a fast-growing, global body of critical scholarship on men
and masculinities (Connell, 2005; Hearn, 2015; Ouzgane & Morrell, 2005;
Pringle, Hearn, Ruspini & Pease, 2011) and much work on masculinity
in relation to violence, particularly in recognition that violence (both to
women and to other men) is the specific domain of masculinity (Hearn,
1998; Ratele, 2008). However, relative to all the work produced globally
on men and masculinity, there remains a lack of proportional attention to
writing and theorizing about men’s violence in the context of intimate heterosexual relationships. In addition, work on black masculinities theorises
about the contextual locatedness of constructions of masculinity with similar limited attention to the violence that men perpetrate in the context of
intimate heterosexual relationships. In this chapter, we take, as our starting
point, Raewyn Connell’s (2011) idea that because the majority of the world
resides in the global South, the development of theory and activism must
reflect these experiences – and so our theorizing on men, masculinities and
intimate partner violence (IPV) must begin from here and be broadened
beyond global Northern perspectives.
The question of marginalisation within local and global relations of
power shaped by white supremacy, capitalism, neoliberalism, globalisation and growing contexts of inequality is important for theorizing about
masculinities in the global South. Kopano Ratele (2013a) has, for example,
grappled with conceptualisations of African men and their lives and the
ways in which concepts like hegemonic masculinity are inapplicable in a context in which black men have been and continue to be subordinated by the
dominant masculinities they are themselves expected to subscribe to. Ratele
argues that the global context of hetero-patriarchal, hypercapitalist whiteness makes it problematic to talk about hegemonic African masculinities
(Ratele, 2013a) – that African masculinities may be thought of as hegemonic
and subordinate at the same time.
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The case of South Africa might be an instructive example for consideration of how we are to theorise men’s violence in the context of intimate
heterosexual relationships. The country is notorious for high levels of interpersonal violence which include intimate partner violence against women
(Abrahams, Mathews, Martin, Lombard & Jewkes, 2013; Gender Links,
2012). South Africa’s violent history of colonisation, slavery and apartheid
has, no doubt, profoundly shaped gendered and masculine subjectivities.
The processes of colonisation, enslavement and apartheid involved not only
racialisation or racial othering but was also deeply implicated in processes
of gendered and sexual othering. This involved the positioning of black
women as sexually licentious, promiscuous and ‘available’ (amongst other
things) and black men as inherently violent, ‘savage’ and both as sexually
deviant and in need of ‘civilising’ (Lewis, 2011). Of concern in the contemporary moment is how these colonial discourses emerge in both media and
academic discourse (Boonzaier, 2018; Shefer, 2016) on gendered violence
in the afterlife of colonialism, slavery and apartheid. In both media and
academic discourse on gendered violence in South Africa, black men (and
women) emerge as ‘the problem’ – frequently, it appears as though their
very racial identities become a ‘risk factor’ for violence victimisation or
perpetration. Poor black men, as those who continue to be subordinated
within a white, hetero-patriarchal, hypercapitalist system are constructed
as the ‘threat’, the sources of danger, and as in apartheid rhetoric, die swaart
gevaar1 (meaning the black danger). Across different contexts, scholars have
written about how African (Spronk, 2014) and black masculinities in the
United States (Curry, 2017) have continued to be constructed in ways that
draw on colonial racialised stereotypes of blackness and black male sexuality showing how in global health discourse African men’s sexuality is studied in ways that reinforce these negative stereotypes, rather than focusing on
other aspects such as pleasure, intimacy or affection (Spronk, 2014).
The positioning of black masculinities in this way is problematic for a
range of reasons beyond its overt racism and the fact that it obfuscates the
violences of white men. First, despite the growing literature on the contextual, contested, negotiated and multiple nature of African masculinities
(Ouzgane & Morrell, 2005; Spronk, 2014), academic discourse still tends
to paint African, black and marginalised men in one-dimensional ways
that cover over this multiplicity. Rachel Spronk (2014) for example shows
how the discursive reality of African men and male sexuality obscures the
socio-economic differences amongst men in order to make their arguments
about the supposed problematic nature of African male sexuality. At the
same time, the stereotyping of black men in Africa draws from contemporary scholarly work where Africa is portrayed as ‘a category of difference,
disease and disorder, while ignoring its vast geographical, economic and
cultural variety, in a way that scholars would never speak about Europe’
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(p. 508). Second, scholars and media practitioners who uncritically talk
about the links between poverty, unemployment and gendered and sexual
violence (for example) are masking the intergenerational and deeply traumatic violences of past injustices and continuing deprivations and dehumanisations. Deep and close attention must be paid to the ways in which
poor black men are products of and actors in violent oppressive, local and
global structures and systems.
A key question is how to study marginalised men’s violences in contexts
where they dominate and violate women, other non-conforming genders
and sexualities, while at the same time giving due recognition to the ways in
which they themselves continue to be marginalised and dehumanised within
transnational and local relations of power. This question relates to the balancing act between what Jeff Hearn (2007) describes as ‘the problems that
boys and men create and the problems that boys and men experience’ (p. 15).
While the violence men perpetrate against women, other non-conforming
genders and sexualities and other men may be one manifestation of their
marginalisation – our focus, as scholars on the violence, in isolation, has
resulted in an untenable situation where we are complicit in producing the
very problematic discourses that we have set out to challenge (Shefer, 2013).
What we need then, is a way in which we can begin to take men’s lives, their
subjectivities, their histories and their material realities seriously – from
within the specific geopolitical contexts in which they are located. For this
reason, we have made the explicit choice to begin our theorizing about men
and violence in a location, ‘from the global South’.

Reading the complexities of men’s lives
and histories
We need to approach men who have been violent in a more global way by
asking them about their lives as a whole. Life history research – asking
men about the contexts and experiences that have shaped them and their
identities – we argue, is a fruitful avenue for research. The ways in which
marginalised black men’s lives have been and continue to be shaped by
structural power and intersecting oppressions can be usefully opened up by
asking men to narrate about their lives. The ways in which men talk about
past and recurrent trauma (in the context of ongoing injustices), the intergenerational experiences and ways of knowing and the unresolved traumas
will also make important conceptual and theoretical contributions to studying men’s violences in their broader contexts. Starting our theorising with
men, their lives, histories and practices will also have important implications for developing contextually grounded ways for intervening with men
who have been violent toward their partners.
Over the last few decades, there have been increasing global demands
in the intervention and activist space to disrupt and transform patriarchal
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masculinities by engaging boys and men in the movement towards gender
equality and healthy masculinities. However, obstacles in shifting gendered
relations and patriarchal, violent masculinities to progressive, non-violent,
profeminist masculinities have emerged on account of the one-size-fits-all
approaches that characterise intervention practices and that fail to acknowledge the extent to which historical context and geolocation serve to
shape the particular ways in which masculinities are formed and operate
(Boonzaier & van Niekerk, 2018; Ratele, 2015). In South Africa, for example, the problems aggravating transformations in gendered relations include
moving beyond a sole focus on gender towards acknowledging how poverty,
unemployment, race and class relations, whiteness and cultural tradition
shape the movement towards profeminist subjectivities (Moolman, 2013;
Ratele, 2015). These dynamic structural and identity markers are not always considered in critical work on men and masculinities emerging from
the north (Moolman, 2013; Ratele, 2015) and may imply that within work
on profeminist masculinities these complexities are neither addressed nor
made central. In Benita Moolman’s (2013) study on 72 incarcerated sex offenders in three South African prisons, she argues for the need to employ intersectional approaches to centre the broader social, racialised and classed
identities and relations within which African masculinities are reproduced
and practiced. Importantly, she reiterates the urgency of working against
reductionist notions that evade the complexities of men’s lives, whilst simultaneously working to contextualise their lives at the intersection of ongoing
structural violences, the continuities of colonialism, racialised and institutionalised capitalism and state practices (Moolman, 2013). There is thus
some consensus amongst African masculinity scholars that it is necessary
to harness intersectional understandings of local masculinities in the South
that centre the geopolitical locatedness of men and masculinities.
Scholarship emerging from global Southern, and more specifically African, critical studies on men and masculinities have foregrounded the importance of shifting the lens from Eurocentric framings and Northern models
that are often used to theorise in the south (Connell, 2014), towards the development of local knowledge projects of gender and violence. Some of this literature is framed around critiques of current intervention practices built on
Northern models of theorising which are transported to the South African
context, where intervention practice with men is relatively under-developed
(Boonzaier & Gordon, 2015; Boonzaier & van Niekerk, 2018). Intervention
models in South Africa draw heavily on models that arguably lack applicability in this context, which brings into view further problems as a lack
of cultural sensitivity has been found to contribute towards high rates of
attrition, increased risk of recidivism, alienation and feelings of exclusion
amongst men. Furthermore, this contextual and cultural mismatch in intervention practices may have particularly negative implications for marginalised black men (Boonzaier & van Niekerk, 2018; Buttell & Carney, 2002).
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In previous work we provide an intersectional reading into the subjectivities of marginalised black men through their talk about their perpetration of intimate partner violence and how they had been court-mandated
into criminal justice intervention programmes in Cape Town, South Africa
(Boonzaier & van Niekerk, 2018). We interrogate men’s constructions in the
context of the intervention programmes they attend – which have largely
been imported from Euro-American contexts – and offer a critique of these
intervention practices especially in regard to their central focus on gendered
power. The work shows that men’s understandings of themselves, their violence and their potential for changing consciousness around violence
against women appear to be shaped by their intersecting identifications
with race, class, gender, history and location and tend to be foregrounded
through their talk about participation in the programmes (Boonzaier & van
Niekerk, 2018). This makes an important argument for an intersectional,
feminist decolonial reading of men’s violence. This research importantly illustrates the complex entanglement of men’s family histories, community
norms and social and cultural norms of violence and gender, and how they
shape processes of conscientisation. Through this broader, structural analysis into men’s lives and their violence perpetration, it is suggested that an
intersectional lens into the multiple realities faced by men is key to intervening with men who are violent toward intimate partners, and who are marginalised at the intersection of their race and class identities and who have
‘little stake in the patriarchal dividend’ (Boonzaier & van Niekerk, 2018,
p. 2; Moolman, 2013).
Another issue emerging in the literature revolves around men’s resistance to transitioning towards non-violent, egalitarian masculinities (Ratele,
2015; van Niekerk & Boonzaier, 2016). Some have suggested that this resistance to change may be tied to the social capital gained through violent
expressions of masculinity, both against women and other men; practices
that may offer a way through which to contest their marginalisation and disempowerment (Langa & Kiguwa, 2013) but that simultaneously ensure the
conservation of existing relations of gendered power (Ratele, 2015). Ratele
(2013b, 2015) argues that we should anticipate resistance and contradictions
in working with boys and men against the patriarchy, and on gendered and
sexual violence towards the development of profeminist forms of masculinity. This may be the case with black South African men, Ratele (2013b)
suggests, as they experience a disconnect with global discourses of profeminist and gender-equal masculinities, especially as these discourses are positioned as Western and middle-class. Furthermore, in her explorations of
how shame is constructed in working-class ‘coloured’2 men’s discourses of
their violence against women partners in Cape Town South Africa, Taryn
van Niekerk (2019) centres shame as an emotion that has critical implications for men’s progression towards non-violent masculinities. Van Niekerk
engaged with the entanglement of stigmatising discourses of ‘colouredness’
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and the contradictory positions held by men in which they shift between
the shame of an oppressed racialised identity in the South African context,
the shame of failing to perform ideals of masculinity that gain them reputation and status in local contexts, and the shame of failing to align themselves with the middle-class Western profeminist masculinity ideals that are
foreground in the interventions of which they are part (van Niekerk, 2019).
Therefore, considering how Northern intervention models and profeminist
ideals can be taken up by black South African men as pro-African, is likely
to involve further engagement with African, decolonial feminist theorisations that critically interrogate South African black masculinities and their
histories of racialised trauma.
An important area of scholarship that makes the historical lens of colonial
trauma and colonial patriarchy central involves tracing the intergenerational
stories and continuities of violence amongst men who have perpetrated partner violence (Mathews, Jewkes, & Abrahams, 2011; van Niekerk & Boonzaier, 2019). In recent work, for example, we explore the life story approach
through a feminist decolonial psychological lens (van Niekerk & Boonzaier,
2019) exploring the lives and realities of South African black men who perpetrated violence against women partners and who additionally interrogate
their own precarities as men located within a colonial hypercapitalist patriarchy. The men who participated in the research were court-mandated to
attend a programme for perpetrators of intimate partner violence. Through
the potential of the life history approach to exemplify decolonial feminist
praxes, we suggest the complex realities of black men’s lives within a colonial
patriarchal context such as South Africa are brought into view as well as
the complex intricacies of privilege and disadvantage that shape their lives.
The variety of life history methodology we argue for here is a holistic approach that places a focus on personal narratives importantly understood
and analysed within their wider socio-cultural contexts (Atkinson, 2012),
and furthermore theorise about the possibilities for conducting life history
methodologies through a decolonial feminist lens, especially when applied
in South Africa – a context continuously grappling with its complex history
of oppressions and traumas. We imagine a central aspect of the decolonial
feminist approach to the life history methodology to engage with the complexities of historical traumas in relation to South Africa’s history of colonialism, slavery and apartheid and how these oppressions manifest in the
present through systems of race, class, gender and location. In this regard,
we see this approach being important for other contexts as well, contexts
that may be grappling with the afterlives of slavery, colonisation and continuing traumatisations – that go beyond the traditional ‘North-South’ divide.
In order to fully engage with the complexities of black men’s violence in
intimate relationships, we argue that this kind of decolonial feminist lens
into the life history approach allows for deeper interrogation into the lives
of black men who are descendants of those who have been historically
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oppressed and who find themselves positioned as perpetrators of IPV (van
Niekerk & Boonzaier, 2019). Importantly, we draw on the arguments made
by other scholars (see Chaudhry, 2016; Sonn, Stevens, & Duncan, 2013) theorising from the global South about the socially transformative and decolonising potential of storytelling methodologies and their potential to disrupt
power relations and un-silence those who are historically and currently
subjugated. Men’s narratives and reflections about their lives, we therefore
argue, have the potential to establish a renewed consciousness about patriarchy, the violence they have perpetrated, but also the structural violences
that have shaped their traumatic life experiences, illustrating how life history methodologies may potentially serve a practical, transformative function for violent men. As we argue in the introduction to this chapter, in
the movement towards ending violence there is a need to simultaneously
acknowledge men’s accountability for their violence perpetration but also to
understand the violences and forms of dehumanisation perpetrated against
those very men located in global Southern ‘post’-colonial contexts. The approach, while not attempting to excuse men’s violence against women by
placing that front and centre, holds the potential for transformation through
acknowledgement of men’s whole lives, lives shaped by violence, injustice
and trauma. The potential for transformation is held in the importance of
recognition and acknowledgement of experiences that have often been written out and silenced. The approach conscientises through a speaking and
un-silencing of that history and an attempt to build awareness of how it
shapes the present that manifests in men’s violence.
The literature presented above importantly acknowledges the ways in
which colonialism involved the assertion of not only racist domination
but also heterosexist and gendered domination. It pays attention to how
black South African masculinities jostle between positions of powerlessness wrought by structural violences and ongoing political, social and economic exclusions through continuities of colonialism into the present, and
the hetero-patriarchal privileges that they end up being complicit in. Furthermore, this scholarship emerging from critical studies on black men and
masculinities centres the problematic of how to humanise research participants, shifting between these positions of power and powerlessness, and who
have long been pathologised in academic and media discourse as fundamentally violent, criminals, sexually illicit, ‘bad men’ and individuals ‘at risk’
(Boonzaier, 2018; Langa, Kirsten, Bowman, Eagle, & Kiguwa, 2018; Rosenkrantz Lindegaard, 2009; Spronk, 2014).

Theorising from the South
In framing our work on men, masculinities, and intimate partner violence
in South Africa, we have drawn upon theories of intersectionality. Intersectionality theory was first put forward by Kimberlé Crenshaw to articulate
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the complexity of oppressions faced by black women in the global North
(Crenshaw, 1991). It critiques the assumption that all women are affected
in the same way by gender stratification, an assumption that works to silence the multiple oppressions that black and other marginalised women
face (McCall, 2005). Intersectionality theory suggests that people’s gendered identities will always be intersected by their other social identities,
such as race, class, sexuality, religion, disability, and age in dynamic and
complex ways. These various social categories cannot be understood as separate from one another, but rather that systems of oppressions, such as race,
class, and gender, are seen to be mutually constitutive and work together
to maintain the oppression of some and the dominance of others (Collins,
1990; Crenshaw, 1991).
In understanding men’s violence, we draw upon the important theoretical
contribution that scholars such as Kimberlé Crenshaw (1991) and Patricia
Collins (1990) have made to feminist scholarship and, more generally, to
contemporary understandings of how identity and power operate. However, we acknowledge that black women’s thought around the intersections
between the ‘brutalising and devastating structures of racism, classism,
sexism’ operating within their everyday lives predates Crenshaw’s theory
and was often produced outside of the academy (Ahmed, 2017, p. VII).
As three feminist researchers working in the fields of gender-based violence, more broadly, and men and masculinities in South Africa, we are
struck by how the lives of the people we study simply are intersectional, and
how, as María Lugones suggests, ‘the theoretical is immediately practical’
(2010, p. 755). In this vein, Kopano Ratele and Tamara Shefer (2013), writing
about the Apartheid Archive Project, reflect on how the narratives that they
collected about people’s experiences of apartheid coalesced around gender
and sexuality despite them never explicitly asking participants about sexuality and intimacies. Similarly, in our interviews with men who pay for sex
in South Africa, men’s narratives centred on, and repeatedly returned to,
constructions of race in spite of our intended focus on gender and sexuality
(Huysamen, 2017; Huysamen & Boonzaier, 2018). We found that, for men
who were implicated in a stigmatised sexual activity, evoking colonial tropes
of the racialised and sexualised other was central to how they could articulate their masculinities and sexualities.
Thinking intersectionally about the gendered violence against women
perpetrated by black and marginalised men is as much an undoing of theory
as it is a doing of theory. Rather than the compartmentalising, narrowing
down, or filtering out which is characteristic of much academic theory and
practice (particularly that which emanates from the global North), thinking
intersectionally is a commitment to giving voice to what is always already
there – to write, theorise and think fully about complex lives lived through
the modalities of race, class, disability, gender and sexuality against the backdrop of a deeply oppressive colonial past that reverberates in the present,
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across geopolitical contexts. For us, thinking intersectionality about intimate partner violence has meant a commitment to attending wholly to the
complex realities and histories of black and marginalised men’s lives as they
present themselves in white supremacist, neoliberal, capitalist, patriarchal
contexts. Thinking intersectionally about intimate partner violence involves
understanding how these vectors of power are articulated through and by
one another and operate to produce the subjects we write and theorise
about. We draw upon Audre Lorde (1982/2017, p. 122) to suggest that there
is ‘no simple monolithic solution’ to addressing intimate partner violence
against women; an intersectional approach implies taking into account an
infinitely complex set of structures which are implicated in the maintenance
of men’s violence against women.
Specifically, we build upon the kind of intersectional thinking put forward
by feminist decolonial theorists such as Lugones (2007, 2010). A feminist decolonial reading acknowledges not only the co-production of racialisation
and gendered subordination but also the encompassing nature of coloniality
(Lugones, 2007). Lugones (2010, p. 746) suggests that ‘unlike colonization,
the coloniality of gender is still with us; it is what lies at the intersection
of gender/class/race as central constructs of the capitalist world system of
power’. In our research on violence and intimate relations in South Africa
we continue to find that contemporary discourses of racist and sexist othering can be traced historically to longstanding colonial discourses (Boonzaier, 2017; Huysamen, 2017; Huysamen & Boonzaier, 2018). As Ratele and
Shefer suggest, ‘intimate relations continue to be a key site for the reproduction of racism and binaristic discourses of ‘us’ and ‘them’ in contemporary
South Africa’ (2013, p. 190).
Feminist decolonial theory goes beyond simply understanding various
categories or vectors of power as intersecting, and argues for an understanding of these structures as fused and indiscernible from one another
(Lugones, 2007). For example, from a feminist decolonial perspective, gender is always already racialised and racism and neoliberalism are always
already gendered (Gill, 2008; Rutherford, 2018). The seemingly contradictory assertion that black men’s violence against women in South Africa is
simultaneously a manifestation of their marginalisation and their dominance becomes far easier to accommodate when gendered power relations
are taken to be always already racialised (Ratele & Shefer, 2013). Drawing
on Oyèrónkẹ́ Oyěwùmí’s (1997) book, The Invention of Women, Lugones
(2007) articulates that gender, and gender hierarchies, cannot be understood outside of colonisation and coloniality because colonisation involved
a twofold process of racial inferiorisation and gendered subordination. The
patriarchal gender system was employed strategically by the colonial state
as a mechanism to advance the colonial project (Lugones, 2007). Ratele
and Shefer (2013) argue that racist discursive and legislative divisions of
the apartheid regime were not only about white supremacy; they were also
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about patriarchy, about white men wielding patriarchal authority and superiority over black men.
In understanding violence perpetrated by men against women, we attend
to how gender hierarchy continues to simultaneously maintain and be maintained through the racial inferiorisation and subordination of black men
and women. Lugones (2010, p. 745), discussing how coloniality operates to
dehumanise black women, argues that: ‘The semantic consequence of the
coloniality of gender is that “colonized woman” is an empty category: no
women are colonized; no colonized females are women’. The implication of
the coloniality of gender is that intimate partner violence in South Africa,
and on the African continent more broadly, occurs within in a social system
where colonised women continue to be stripped of their personhood, not
only in relation to white people, but also in relation to men. As scholarship
on gender-based violence in South Africa has shown, violence against the
subjugated non-gendered, non-human other is more easily imagined and accepted (Boonzaier, 2017; Gqola, 2015).
It is through attending to the gendered nature of coloniality that we can
begin to understand the lives and actions of men who operate in a context
where they simultaneously subordinate and are subordinated. We understand black men’s violence as operating within a structure where they have
been and continue to be conditioned to despise and fear both women and
their own black selves (Lorde, 1984/2017). It is through this lens that we
can begin to make sense of some black men’s indifference to the violence
inflicted upon black women, and even their own perpetration of violence
against black women. In previous work (Huysamen & Boonzaier, 2018), we
have interpreted the ways in which some black men who buy sex idealise
white sex workers whilst dehumanising black sex workers in terms of their
own internalisation of ideas around racialised inferiority. This deep internalisation of racialised inferiority intersects with patriarchal power to devalue the womanhood and personhood of black women, but also in how the
black men who buy sex express a preference for the purchase of sex from
white women who they construct as ‘superior’ to black women. This work
shows how the internalised hatred and devaluation of blackness, together
with the patriarchal system of gender subordination, produces a context in
which black women are devalued and more easily imagined as less than human. It articulates how black and marginalised men’s violence needs to be
understood and countered in nuanced ways in relation to their own racialised subjugation.

Conclusion
In this chapter, we propose theoretical resources for advancing critical scholarship on men, masculinities and intimate partner violence against women.
We draw from our feminist work on men, masculinities and gender-based
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violence in South Africa and argue that this work has reached across geopolitical contexts as the history of colonisation and slavery have left few
global spaces untouched. Existing work shows that men’s understandings
of themselves and their violence (as well as their potential for a changing
consciousness about violence) are shaped by their intersecting identifications with race, class, gender, history, location and other factors. This points
to the imperative to think intersectionally about intimate partner violence
and masculinity, allowing for an appreciation of the full complexity of the
realities and histories of men (specifically black and marginalised men) as
they currently exist in white supremacist, neoliberal, capitalists, patriarchal
contexts. At the same time, we see the work on intimate partner violence and
masculinities as in dire need of understanding the continuing and gendered
nature of coloniality – of how to understand black and marginalised men’s
violence in structures where they have and continue to be conditioned to
despise and fear both women and their own black selves (Lorde, 1984/2017).
This understanding, we argue, would be advanced through taking cognisance of feminist decolonial theorising that will allow for an understanding
of the ways in which the continuities of racist and sexist colonisation are still
ever present and continue to shape the lives and experiences of the formerly
colonised both structurally and discursively with important implications for
ending men’s violence against women partners.

Notes
1 A term used during apartheid in South Africa to refer to the perceived security
threat of the majority black population to the white apartheid government.
2 The South African term coloured refers to the diverse group of individuals argued to hold their origins in a range of ethnic groups, including Cape slaves, the
indigenous Khoisan population and other people of African and Asian descent
(Adhikari, 2006). As partial descendants from European settlers, ‘coloured’
people have often been perceived of as ‘mixed race’, holding intermediate status
between the historically dominant white minority and the African population
(Erasmus, 2001). For further discussion about colonial and apartheid discourses
that reproduce discourses of colouredness and shame, see van Niekerk (2019).
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Chapter 5

The rape capital or the
most gender-equal country
in the world? Masculinity,
hybridity and young men’s
intimate partner violence
in Sweden
Lucas Gottzén and Kalle Berggren
What happened in Sweden last night?
During a political rally in Florida on 18 February 2017, in the midst of listing recent terrorist attacks, the US President Donald Trump suddenly mentioned Sweden. ‘You look at what’s happening last night in Sweden. Sweden,
who would believe this?’ (Chan, 2017, p. 12). While some Swedes perhaps
were happy that their small remote country in the north was mentioned,
others were somewhat baffled, as no terrorist incident had been reported
the night before. Trump later clarified that he had referred to a story on
Fox News with the filmmaker Adam Horowitz about his documentary that
aimed to explain why Sweden had become ‘the rape capital’ in Europe after
an increased influx of refugees during the last years (Chan, 2017). In a response to Trump, the former UK Independence Party leader Nigel Farage
some days later argued that Sweden, and particularly the city of Malmö, ‘is
the rape capital of Europe due to EU migration politics. Anyone who says
there isn’t a problem is lying to you’ (Lusher, 2017, p. 10). The leaders of the
national-conservative, populist party Sweden Democrats also confirmed
the US president’s statement in an op-ed in the Wall Street Journal arguing
that ‘Mr. Trump did not exaggerate Sweden’s current problems. If anything,
he understated them’ (Åkesson & Karlsson, 2017, p. 17).
These statements were soon contradicted by others. Some pointed out
that Sweden’s sexual violence figures have been high for a long time and are
not linked to increased migration. For instance, in an interview, researchers
from The Swedish National Council for Crime Prevention argued that the
increased prevalence rates were rather due to a higher propensity for reporting and, more specifically, the introduction of a wider definition of rape
in the mid-2000s. Acts that previously had been defined as ‘sexual abuse’,
such as cases when the victim was drunk or asleep, were now included in
the definition of ‘rape’. In addition, in Sweden, every case of sexual violence
is recorded independently, whereas in other countries several instances of
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sexual assault in, for instance, an intimate relationship can be included in
the same record (Lusher, 2017). Nevertheless, other researchers maintain
that the relatively high prevalence rates are to be considered as a ‘Nordic
paradox’, asking how can ‘the most gender equal countries in the world […]
at the same time have disproportionally high rates of intimate partner violence’? (Gracia & Merlo, 2016, p. 27).
These arguments differ in many ways, but they do have one thing in common: their point of departure is that Sweden is one of the most gender-equal
countries in the world and that violence against women in such a country
is, after all, something of a contradiction. As Trump put it, ‘Sweden, who
would believe this?’ Sweden’s high levels of reported intimate partner violence are strange for a society permeated by gender equality; the explanation to the paradox therefore must be found elsewhere.
In this chapter, we will not explain why Sweden has high levels of reported
intimate partner violence or whether it is ‘the rape capital of Europe’ or not,
but rather discuss the assumed paradox where Swedish men are, on the one
hand, presented as the world’s most gender-equal men and, on the other, are
physically and sexually abusive. We will explore how men’s intimate partner
violence is understood by young men who have assaulted their female partners and in policy discourse. We have a second purpose with this chapter:
to discuss the recent academic debates about that the fundamental changes
around men and masculinities in the West have undermined the classic argument that hegemonic masculinity is characterised by sexism, homophobia and violence. Some have argued that since such ‘orthodox’ masculinity
is disappearing and what they call ‘inclusive’ masculinity is emerging, masculinity theory frameworks have become obsolete (Anderson, 2009). Others posit that we are rather seeing the emergence of a ‘hybrid’ masculinity
that incorporates progressive traits but still maintains gendered inequality
(Bridges & Pascoe, 2014, 2016). We will expand these arguments by demonstrating that not only can men combine ‘orthodox’ and ‘inclusive’ practices,
but when doing so – or even when they are (supposedly) gender equal – new
hierarchies are produced where ‘traditional’ and ‘oppressive’ behaviour
tends to be placed elsewhere. We will argue that intimate partner violence
continues to be presented as the works of Other men, also by young violent men identifying as (pro-)feminists in an allegedly gender-equal country.
But, in contrast to the proponents of the ‘hybridity’ thesis, we suggest that
this is perhaps neither a novel phenomenon nor always strategically used.

Inclusive or hybrid masculinity?
For many decades, critical masculinity scholars have argued that the hallmark of young, normative heterosexual masculinity has been violence, aggression, hyper-heterosexuality, emotional stoicism and the stigmatising
of anything vaguely related to femininity (Connell, 2002; Kimmel, 1996).
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Scholars have lately discussed whether this is still valid. Eric Anderson
(2009) argues that these ‘orthodox’ masculine values and traits are no longer
dominant or hegemonic, rather, less oppressive gender relations and a socalled ‘inclusive’ masculinity is emerging. His argument is mainly based on
studies of young male students and athletes, most of them from the white
middle class in the US and the UK (e.g. Anderson, 2009; McCormack,
2013). In these circles, boys are no longer controlled by homophobia and
sexism and are not afraid to display emotions or be intimate with other
men. Anderson associates this change with a cultural decline of homophobia, anti-femininity and heteronormativity, and posits that these transformations are challenging systems of gender and sexual inequality. This new
cultural landscape has rendered many of the arguments of masculinity
studies outdated, according to Anderson; rather than young men expressing
homophobia in order to adhere to a hegemonic, orthodox masculinity, they
are able to choose relatively freely between inclusive and orthodox traits
(Anderson, 2009; Anderson & McCormack, 2018).
Other scholars maintain that we are rather seeing the emergence of
‘hybrid’ masculinity, which Tristan Bridges and C.J. Pascoe (2014) describe
as men distancing themselves from traits that have been historically associated with hegemonic masculinity and incorporating progressive elements
into their gender performances and identities. This may lead to shifts in
gender relations, but by demonstrating emotional expressiveness, commitment to feminist ideals or being gay friendly, men at the same time subtly
‘fortify existing social and symbolic boundaries in ways that often work to
conceal systems of power and inequality in historically new ways’ (p. 246).
Men in privileged positions may reify inequality by discursive distance to,
or a ‘strategic borrowing’ (p. 252) of gendered expressions from men that are
marginalised or seen as ‘Others’. Sexual violence is argued to be a concrete
example of hybrid masculinity; through ‘mobilising rape’ men can emasculate other men, who are portrayed as less masculine since they have used
sexual violence towards female partners (Pascoe & Hollander, 2016, p. 69).
While this debate is useful for critical masculinity studies, we find it somewhat problematic. To start with, it has primarily regarded sports contexts
and high school and university settings and the sign of inclusivity has ultimately been a question of whether you are LGBTQ positive, if you can
imagine dressing in ways that have previously been regarded feminine and
if you could be intimate with other boys (Anderson, 2009; Diefendorf &
Bridges, 2020; McCormack, 2013). These changes are indeed positive,
but other aspects that tend to be included in ‘orthodox’ masculinity –
particularly violence and sexism – are seldom discussed (but see Pascoe &
Hollander, 2016, for an exception).
Secondly, the debate has primarily concerned contemporary AngloAmerican contexts while ignoring experiences from other places and times,
and the scholars present these processes as completely new. Admittedly,
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Anderson (2009) discusses how relations between men were less restricted
in terms of intimacy about a century ago. While agreeing that this may also
have affected men’s sexual and gendered practices, it does not necessarily
say much about their sexism and violence. Likewise, current changes in
some aspects of gender relations do not necessarily affect intimate partner
violence.
As readers are most probably aware, along with the other Nordic countries, Sweden is often pointed out as exceptional with regard to gender relations; it is in the top tier in gender-equality rankings and has even been
called a ‘gender nirvana’ (Zahidi, 2013). One could argue that in Sweden, an
‘orthodox’ masculinity defined by violence, aggression, stoicism and homophobia has largely been replaced by a gender-equal ‘inclusive’ masculinity.
This is at least the case in family policy, where involved and gender-equal
fatherhood has been the political norm since the 1970s. The best example of
this is the equal possibility for men and women to make use of a comparatively generous paid parental leave. In many ways, we have a situation in
Sweden where the progressive ideals that Anderson is hoping for already
exist on a policy level as well as in general attitudes, as research suggests
that parental leave is not only accepted but also the norm among men from
a variety of backgrounds (e.g. Johansson & Klinth, 2008). However, already
in the 1970s, Lars Jalmert (1979) identified the paradoxical nature of these
changes, arguing that the Swedish man was to be regarded as an ‘in-principle
man’ that embraced gender equality as a general ideal, but not necessarily
put it into practice. This may explain why so few men in his study used their
right to parental leave and that the allegedly most gender-equal men in the
world still only use 30 percent of all available parental leave days (Swedish
Social Insurance Agency, 2020).
The same could perhaps be said about intimate partner violence. Since
the 1990s, a largely feminist perspective on violence has influenced legislation, resource allocation and interventions. The Swedish ‘gender equality
goals’ – the policy aims that have been accepted by both Social Democratic
and Centre-Right governments during the last decades – not only include
that men and women should have equal opportunities to work–family balance, but also that ‘men’s violence against women must stop’ (Government
Offices of Sweden, 2019, p. 2). There also seems to be a general cultural
condemnation of such violence. When researchers interview young people
in Sweden, they generally denounce physical and sexual abuse in intimate
relationships (e.g. Uhnoo, 2011). Most young and adult partner-violent men
whom we have interviewed – no matter if they were middle class or working
class, or even if they were connected to criminal subcultures – emphasise
that it is not acceptable to use violence against someone you love (Berggren,
Gottzén & Bornäs, 2020; Gottzén, 2016, 2019a).
Not only did the men condemn partner abuse, but many of them would in
fact pass as involved and even gender-equal parents, as the two young fathers
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Gustav and Martin. 24-year-old Gustav lived with his ten-year older wife
and her two youngest children; they also had a three-month-old daughter
together, for whom he was the primary caretaker. For being a couple in Sweden, they were relatively unusual as he had started his parental leave early
and they planned that he would use most of the parental allowance. He did
not have any issues with his partner supporting him financially and enjoyed
being what he called a ‘housewife’. In fact, he supported her feminist activism
and was genuinely concerned about the harassment she recently had been
exposed to due to her involvement in a feminist organisation (e.g. online hate,
having eggs thrown at their car). He was also concerned about her experiences of abuse in previous relationships. In the interview, Gustav appeared
to be a perfect example of inclusive masculinity. The only issue, though, was
the simple fact that he had used material, psychological and physical violence
against his partner. According to Gustav, his wife’s low self-esteem caused
her to accuse him of not loving him enough, which made him feel trapped
and frustrated. In their verbal fights, he became increasingly aggressive and
started to physically assault her. He was ashamed of his violence and afraid of
disclosing it to his family, since he believed they would reject him.
Because I’d probably do so myself if I knew someone was abusing my
sisters, I’d try to remove him from their lives. I would have no compassion if I hadn’t aggression issues myself. It’s also self-evident, violence
isn’t OK in a close relationship, whatsoever.
While Gustav pointed out his wife’s self-image as a background cause to his
violence, Martin (24 years of age) highlighted his girlfriend’s shortcomings
as a mother. At the time of the interview their son was five years old. Martin
became a father right after graduating from upper secondary school; the
first years were ‘turbulent’ as he went from leading a relatively undemanding
life as a student to become a family provider. His girlfriend was on maternity leave while Martin started working full time. He portrayed her as a neglecting and immature mother, while presenting himself as a hard-working
and committed father doing his fair share in the household. Even though he
was tired of all work, he attempted to spend as much time as possible with
his son; ‘I play with him so he doesn’t think that I’m a grumpy bastard’.
Since he had been the primary caretaker of their son, he continued to have
main custody when he and his girlfriend broke up.
Since I’ve spent most time with him and [had taken care of] all the mundane stuff, our agreement right now is that she has him once a week
only. But I basically have to chase her to make her take that day a week.
Martin was not only critical to what he considered being his partner’s neglect of her responsibilities as a mother, it was also a recurrent topic in their
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conflicts. Martin described his violence as a result of his girlfriend’s failure
to live up to his expectations of her as a mother and not contributing to the
household as much as him. Once, he assaulted her when she refused to help
out in the kitchen.
I had friends over and she wanted to demonstrate that she was in control. She just walked around and I was doing the dishes again, and so
we had financial issues and stuff that gave me headache, so I said: ‘You
have to help me with something, it looks like shit’, I said. And she just
told me, ‘No’. And then she laughed at me: ‘I’m not going to do that’.
And then, ‘You do that’. I thought she shouldn’t have said that, so I went
after her and pulled her back into the kitchen […] and pushed her down
on the ground […] I told her ‘I pay the rent, I work for you, you fucking
have to do something’.
After pulling her down on the floor, Martin smacked her, pushed her behind
a door and kicked it hard.
These examples of two young fathers suggest that it is perfectly possible
to embrace an ‘inclusive’ masculinity in some areas of life – involved fatherhood, condemning intimate partner violence, supporting gender equality (even being profeminist) and taking primary responsibility for your
children – without necessarily meeting such progressive standards in others. It thus seems as if expressing an ‘inclusive’ masculinity, in these cases
as involved young fathers, may not only obscure gendered inequalities but
paradoxically also be a rationale for the violence. This may be in line with
the hybridity thesis, but the question is if hybridity is the best concept here,
as Bridges and Pascoe (2014) argue that hybrid masculinity produces inequality ‘in historically new ways’ (p. 246). While agreeing that hybridity
seems pivotal to contemporary masculinity – and particularly that violence
against women may be ‘mobilized […] symbolically as a tool to emasculate
other men’ (Pascoe & Hollander, 2016, p. 72) – we would argue that this is
perhaps not historically novel, as, for instance, the notion of the ‘in-principle
man’ suggests. Indeed, certain hybrid constellations may be new, but even
the case of ‘mobilising rape’ seems to be an old way to differentiate between
groups of men. For instance, while men’s sexism and sexual violence are
found in all groups of society, these have historically been tied to ‘the wild
and rowdy working classes’ (Phipps, 2009, p. 669), who have been argued to
embody an unrespectable sexuality, and to black men, who have been seen
as hypersexual (Davis, 1981/1983). Also, masculinity may not necessarily be
produced by strategically incorporating new elements in order to reproduce
privilege, but for a variety of reasons – and perhaps not always intentionally.
We would therefore argue that we should understand masculinity in itself as always having been hybrid, as constantly assembling ‘bits and pieces’
(Demetriou, 2001, p. 350). Masculinity is rather characterised by elasticity
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and complexity than more or less stable performances and identities.1 We
also need to move away from a binary model where masculinity is either
‘orthodox’ or ‘inclusive’, and rather understand masculinity as inherently
messy and volatile. For this, the work of Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari
(1987) is particularly helpful. From such a perspective, masculinity is not to
be regarded as an identity or practice to freely choose, but as a territorialising process of gender assemblages that attempts to stabilise multiplicities
into coherent ‘male’ identities, bodies and practices. A man does not become a ‘woman batterer’ or ‘rapist’ on his own, but, for instance, in relation
to his and the victim’s bodies (and their histories), policies and cultural conceptions of men’s violence against women. Assemblages exist on different
levels simultaneously: The body can be understood as an assemblage, but
bodies are also parts of assemblages when they (at times violently) encounter other bodies in, for instance, families. In turn, families can be seen as
assemblages of a variety of elements, such as humans, non-humans and discourses. Assemblages are contingent and alter by combining parts with new
elements, for instance, when they come in conflict with other assemblages.
There are stabilising and destabilising elements in each assemblage; Deleuze
and Guattari (1987) call these territorialisation and deterritorialisation. If
the first concept refers to processes that define an assemblage, the latter
refers to the processes that blur its boundaries. These processes should be
understood relatively literally. For instance, families, as assemblages, are to
a certain extent limited spatially because most of the interaction in a family
occurs in a geographical proximity, face-to-face. The concepts of de/territorialisation highlight the contingency of masculinity, but also how elements
of an assemblage may work to stabilise masculinity.
Such a framework calls attention to the intersectional processes of intimate partner violence. For instance, we would argue that Martin and Gustav
were able to connect themselves to an assemblage of gender equality largely
due to their racialised position, as gender equality has been entangled with
whiteness and ‘Swedishness’. The assemblage these men associate with in
their narratives thus combines a peculiar conglomeration of intimate partner violence, gender equality and involved fatherhood that deterritorialises
the violent man and creates what Deleuze and Guattari (1987, p. 98) call a
‘line of flight’ away from becoming such a subject.
If gender equality could be a process that deterritorialises masculinity, in
the rest of this chapter we will instead discuss two territorialising processes
that fixate the meaning of masculinity and intimate partner violence to specific subjects; to Other men.

No, femonationalism!
One way that masculinity and intimate partner violence is territorialised
in Western societies at the moment is through the figure of the migrant
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man. In recent years, feminist scholars have demonstrated how gender
equality, feminism and gay friendliness marry perfectly well with growing nationalist sentiments in Western, liberal-democratic countries (e.g.
Farris, 2017; Haritaworn, 2015; Puar, 2007). The notion of gender equality
and other progressive values have increasingly been articulated through
nationalist, and to some extent racist discourses that create an imagined
progressive community by excluding non-white, particularly Muslim, men.
White, Western men are seen as inherently progressive, gay friendly and
gender equal, while non-white men are considered as always already embodying sexism, misogyny and homophobia and thus need to learn our
liberal values. Sara Farris (2017) calls this phenomenon femonationalism,
which she sees as not only the exploitation of feminist themes by nationalists in anti-Islam and anti-immigration campaigns but also ‘the participation of certain feminists and femocrats in the stigmatisation of Muslim
men under the banner of gender equality’ (p. 4). Femonationalism seems
as particularly accentuated in Sweden. As noted, Swedish gender equality
has become a catchphrase and a central part of the national values. The
fact that right-wing populists use gender equality to differentiate between
presumably progressive Swedes and reactionary Muslims (or perhaps we
should say ‘inclusive’ Swedish men and ‘orthodox’ Muslim men) is not a
coincidence, as the hegemonic form of gender equality in Sweden is built
on, as Lena Martinsson, Gabriele Griffin and Katarina Nygren (2016, p. 1)
put it, ‘nationalist, hetero- and cisnormative and racialised positions in a
postcolonial and neoliberal time and space’. Gender equality is recurrently
produced as a nationalist project and a way for Sweden to present itself as
an exceptional nation state, something of a beacon of modernity and progress. This, in effect, creates:
[…] a hierarchical order between an imagined modern, highly developed ‘we’ and a less developed ‘other’ that lacks these attributes, an
imaginary map of a Swedish modern territory and ‘the rest’.
(p. 6)
This narrative does not simply present Swedish men as without any faults;
they are considered as struggling with gender equality and in policy documents, it is often argued that it could always be better, but it is much better
than in other settings where men are viewed as ‘stagnant or even reactionary’ (p. 6). One consequence is that regular Swedish men are seen as always
already gender equal, and sexual and physical violence therefore tends to be
understood as an outcome of individual pathology. If violence and abuse
are ever seen as an expression of a hetero-masculine culture, it is tied to
Muslim masculinity.
The femonationalist territorialisation of Muslim men as sexual offenders
may be exemplified with the Sweden Democrats, who in that op-ed in Wall
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Street Journal argued that Sweden’s high rape figures are due to an ‘opendoor immigration’ of particularly men from Muslim countries (Åkesson &
Karlsson, 2017). But other political parties also see the migrant man as
embodying a troublesome hetero-masculinity that he must leave behind
when entering the country. The Social Democrats – who have been in office
since 2014 and call themselves ‘the first feminist government in the world’
(Government Offices of Sweden, 2019, p. 1) – argue that while ‘sexual harassment was not brought here with the refugees’, they come ‘from a completely
different context’ and need to be informed about Swedish gender equality
and views on sexuality since ‘the women’s movement has really made huge
progress in Sweden’ (Nordström, 2016). Similarly, the liberal-conservative
Moderate Party portrays the migrant man as lacking Swedish gender equality values and therefore is in need to learn them in order to be properly
integrated.
[We have to] guard Swedish gender equality in the integration process.
Culture plays a role when encountering Sweden. Anyone coming from a
country where the view of women is significantly worse than here must
be informed early on what pertains in Sweden. Therefore, mandatory
integration must be introduced and the causes of sexual assault, including the perpetrator’s background, must be mapped.
(Svantesson & Tobé, 2018, p. 4, authors’ translation)
But this is apparently not enough. Migrant men who have committed sexual
assault are to be deported from Sweden, as they do not belong in this territory: ‘Our point of departure is that a foreign citizen that commits sexual
assault in Sweden has fortified his right to stay here’ (ibid.). The proposal to
extradite men sentenced for sexual crimes and violence against women has
also been supported by the Social Democrats (Johansson, 2019).

Anachronistic abuse
If the first territorialising process is spatial as it locates sexual abuse to men
from non-Western places, the second territorialising process works temporally by portraying intimate partner violence as an anachronistic part of
the individual and the nation’s past. We want to exemplify this by discussing some narratives submitted to a feminist campaign that were written by
young men that have been sexually abusive.2 In their stories, violence and
sexism were recurrently linked to their youth (no one wrote about more contemporary sexual violations), as in the following example:
I started dating a girl in high school and we were a couple for almost four
years. After a year or so, I made the habit of nagging when I wanted to
have sex with her. I know she had sex with me several times just because
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I wouldn’t stop pestering [her]. Today, I’m ashamed as hell. I should’ve
known better and understood that sex should always be consensual. I
know better today but I wish I’d learned to listen to other’s sexual signals before my own. I was raised to see my own sexuality as more important, at the expense of my partners.
(#43)
This story epitomises how the men write about having moved from an ignorant past to a more enlightened present and resembles what Clare Hemmings (2011) has called progress narratives, that is, success stories with a
straight-forward chronology which tend to obscure historical complexity
and ‘that locates us in particular ways’ (p. 22). Such narrative strands are
instructive for young men in presenting their own life stories about sexual
abuse as well as positioning themselves vis-à-vis a previous heteromasculine self. This is made possible through the narrative of a chronological
transition from a less-desirable history to an improved present. More specifically, in the quote, the sexual violations become connected to the past as
the narrator places his abuse in a teenage relationship. His habit of nagging
for sex is differentiated from his current enlightened position, where he
knows better. Sexual consent and a respectable heteromasculinity thus become associated with the development and the leaving behind of a problematic sexist practice. This retrospective story also accomplishes something
here and now: by writing about his change, the narrator enacts himself as
conscious of his previous partner abuse and, through this, a moral and
mature subject (cf. Gottzén, 2019a). We can read such a story not simply as
evidence of processes where young men have successfully grown out of sexual offending, but also as stories of how sexual violence becomes attributed
to immaturity.
This temporal territorialisation – this temporalisation – of sexual intimate partner violence, however, has a wider resonance, as it could be seen
as an element of an assemblage of Swedish gender equality. As pointed out
above, the narrative about Sweden often revolves around the modern and
progressive nation with its universal welfare state and, in particular, a comparatively high degree of gender equality. What is particularly compelling, is
that in policy discourse, Sweden is often portrayed as a gender-equal country that still has certain areas of inequality. Most prominent of these is violence against women, which also constitutes ‘an obstacle to further progress
towards equality between women and men’ (Government Bill, 1998, p. 21).
Moreover, Sweden is often contrasted to the past; everything is much better
than before (Martinsson, Griffin & Nygren, 2016). In the Swedish policy
narratives of progress regarding gender equality, sexual violence therefore
figures as an ‘anachronistic remnant’ from a traditional Swedish society
and ‘an obstacle for the modern regime we already live in’ (Wendt Höjer,
2002, p. 179, authors’ translation). Interestingly, in both the Swedish policy
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discourse and the young men’s stories, sexual violence is entangled with a
sexist, abusive and undeveloped past. The present is imagined as modern,
mature and gender equal; which renders sexual violence anachronistic.
While the young men’s stories on one level harbour a rather chrononormative narrative of moving from immaturity to maturity and from abuse
to a respectable heteromasculinity, they also sometimes suggest that sexual
violence is not always simply left behind. As one young man discusses an instance of non-consensual sex with his former girlfriend and how it troubles
his position as a profeminist.
Today I’m ambivalent about being involved in these issues. They are
really important but who am I to think that I’m such a good guy, when
I’ve done something that is considered assault?
(#24)
Here it seems as if the narrator’s previous abuse troubles him; even though
it all happened in his youth, the experience continues to affect him and he
questions his current self-understanding as a ‘good guy’ and involvement
in feminist activism. This impact of old events today is particularly evident
when the young men write about shame. Most narrators point out that they
were involved in sexual violence or sexist behaviour that they did not reflect
on at the time, or that they at the time considered acceptable, but that they
now see as reprehensible and shameful.
Today I’m ashamed of my behaviour even though I didn’t reflect about
it then. I took the right to do something I presumed she wanted, without
consent… never again. Feminism has really opened my eyes today to
something I never saw or thought about before. It’s made me a better
and more self-aware person.
(#35)
This story about realising how sexual practices in youth should be understood as shameful violations are tied to a feminist awakening and could
be compared to how the Swedish Social Democratic Prime Minister Stefan
Löfven commented on the sexual harassments and violations that surfaced
during #metoo: ‘Men don’t violate women or harass them sexually. A man
respects women. This is an embarrassment to our society’ (Holmqvist &
Karlsson, 2017, authors’ translation). Or, when commenting on femicide, he
pointed out that ‘The male role has changed during my lifetime’ but one
issue that has not changed is femicide. This is something ‘to be ashamed of’
and that makes him ‘genuinely angry’ (Löfven, 2019, authors’ translation).
Similar to how the young men are ashamed of their abuse but at the same
time place them in their past, the sexual violations that women recounted
in connection to #metoo are a shame since it is something that we – as the
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most gender-equal society in the world – should have left behind by now.
Through the temporal narratives of them previously being violent or sexist
but now knowing better, the young men thus connect themselves with the
assemblage of Swedish gender-equal masculinity, where intimate partner
violence is temporally territorialised in the past.

Conclusion
In this chapter, we have argued that we need to move from a perspective of
masculinity based on typologies and binaries and have instead advocated
a poststructuralist and posthumanist approach to masculinity and intimate
partner violence and particularly Deleuze and Guattari’s (1987) assemblage
theory. From this perspective, we have suggested that we are not necessarily
seeing the emergence of a hybrid masculinity, but that masculine ontology is
always unstable, contradictory and contingent, and it always consists of an
accumulation of a multitude of different materialities, practices, discourses,
ideals, affect, human and non-human bodies. This implies that men cannot
be seen as being free to choose between an ‘orthodox’ masculinity that is
homophobic, sexist and violent or an ‘inclusive’ masculinity that is gender
equal and gay friendly. Masculinity, as a site of potentiality, can always be
both, simultaneously. How masculinity is produced – how a specific masculinity is assembled and what elements it incorporates – is an empirical
question in each cultural setting, or even in each individual situation and the
territorialising and deterritorialising processes involved in each individual
assemblage. For instance, as we have suggested in this chapter, it is apparently possible to be both an involved father and abuse your partner.
We have also suggested that the assemblage around masculinity and intimate partner violence in Sweden is produced through a territorialisation
of the violent man as either an ethnic Other or as a historical Other. This
touches upon perhaps one of the most pressing issues for critical masculinity
scholarship today: How to understand and respond to a culture where men
may embrace gender equality, at times even feminism, while simultaneously
reproducing hierarchies between men and between men and women. We argue that modernist approaches that attempt to identify clear-cut typologies
of masculinity fail to explain the contradictions and complexities of current
masculinity politics and that we rather need frameworks that are sensitive
to masculinity as a multiple and contingent phenomenon.

Notes
1 This also speaks better with a Gramscian understanding of hegemony, which
is maintained ‘through incorporating opposing forces or different interests and
thus attaining consent and building alliances’ where gender inequality is reproduced by men constantly maintaining an ‘unstable equilibrium’ (Gottzén &
Kremer-Sadlik, 2012, p. 660).
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Chapter 6

Masculinist discourses on
intimate partner violence
Antifeminist men defending white
heterosexual male supremacy
Mélissa Blais
Introduction
In its more insidious forms, antifeminism organises against feminists who
oppose violence against women. Sometimes antifeminists may take legal and
political action to challenge measures designed to protect abused women
(Dragiewicz, 2011). On other occasions, these activists directly attack feminists and their organisations on the Internet. Some encourage fathers to stop
sending child support when they believe themselves to have been wronged
in their separation from the mother of their children; masculinists moreover
defend perpetrators (Brossard, 2015).
I have endeavoured to catalogue the political, organisational, discursive
and biographical effects of this antifeminist attacks on feminists and, more
specifically, on feminists providing support to abused women. For this, I
carried out 87 semi-structured interviews between 2005 and 2013 with feminist activists in Quebec, Canada.1 As pointed out by David S. Meyer and
Suzanne Staggenborg (1996), the birth of the antifeminist counter-movement
is sometimes treated as the result of the ‘success’ of the feminist movement.
In Quebec, it is obvious that the development of antifeminism is linked to
achievements of the feminist movement such as the adoption of a policy on
conjugal violence in the 1990s, and increases in funding for support for women
victims of violence in the 2000s (Blais, 2018). Consequently, I have focused on
debates around intimate partner violence, because the feminist movement in
Quebec has succeeded in providing significant resources to support violence
victims. But also, since many feminists argue that antiviolence activism has
become the antifeminist target of choice since the beginning of the 2000s.
In the course of my research, I identified many antifeminist tactics, including death threats, disrupting events, lobbying and developing rhetorical
devices to harm struggles against male violence. In this chapter, I focus specifically on the rhetorical devices, first investigating the profile and motives
of antifeminist activists who deploy them. This approach allows me to situate this tactic within an antifeminist defence of gender, sexuality, class and
race privilege. However, the political motives of antifeminists can hardly
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be understood through an analysis of rhetorical devices alone. That is, an
examination of the rhetorical tactic will essentially allow us to see that it
defends men in general and fathers and perpetrators in particular; but it is
not able to expose antifeminists’ privileges in regards to sexuality, class and
race. Yet, my research reveals that antifeminists promote a heterosexual,
white and economically privileged masculinity. In the following, after defining the antifeminism in question here, I will discuss this intersectionality
of privileges – if only because it is helpful to understand why these actors
are mobilising rhetoric against feminists. I analyse publications (primarily
books and websites) and the full interviews conducted by Patric Jean during the production of the documentary La domination masculine (‘The male
domination’; Jean, 2009a, 2009b, 2009c, 2009d).2

Which antifeminism are we talking about?
To the feminist activists I have interviewed (identified by an alpha-numeric
code to ensure their anonymity), antifeminism is composed of different
currents, including masculinism, which regularly takes aim at women’s
shelters. The term ‘masculinism’ is polysemic (Dupuis-Déri, 2009); I use it
here in its current French sense to denote the claim that women, as result
of feminism, are now dominant in society. Often identified in English as
men’s rights activists, masculinists argue that men are now experiencing an
identity crisis and a loss of their bearings because of feminists. To support
the theory that men are suffering an identity crisis, masculinists analyse
different social problems, such as school drop-out and male suicide rates
(Dupuis-Déri, 2018). Men are supposedly also the victims of discrimination
by feminists and the government of Quebec because prevention campaigns
and the fight against partner violence denigrates men (for US context, see
Crowley, 2009). Finally, masculinism recuperates feminist modes of organising and vocabulary, even from the radical feminism of the 1970s, including
consciousness-raising groups and evacuating the term ‘patriarchy’ in favour
of ‘matriarchy’ (Blais & Dupuis-Déri, 2015).
Masculinism, it should be noted, is often connected to groups of divorced or
separated fathers (or fathers’ rights groups). In this regard, studies of groups of
divorced or separated fathers, in Quebec and elsewhere, show that the activists often are privileged men. They are disproportionately white, heterosexual
men from the wealthy middle class, aged between 35 and 60, and usually with a
high level of education (Béchard, 2005; Crowley, 2006; Fillod-Chabaud, 2016).

Defending cisgender, sexuality, class and
race interests
As privileged men, antifeminists unite as a community not so much organisationally as by a political identity forged around interests linked to
the appropriation of women’s bodies and work. To start with, definitions
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of antifeminism provided by my respondents shed light on the mechanics
of the appropriation of women as theorised by Colette Guillaumin (1992)
in her works on sexage, which builds on the Marxist idea that capitalism
appropriates the labour power of workers. Briefly, sexage is primarily a
power relationship; that is, ‘the permanent seizure of power that is the appropriation of the class of women by the class of men’ (p. 16). According
to Guillaumin, the body is appropriated as a whole, which entails that the
appropriation of women’s work and bodies cannot be thought of separately.
From the perspective of masculinists, feminism threatens men’s right to
freely appropriate women’s work because:
[…] the feminist revolution in Quebec produced what we called at first
the ‘pink man’, that is, that the man should share household work, he
started doing the dishes, changing the diapers and taking care of the
children […] The pink man is kind of like a feminised man […] It’s gone
way further now. I think we’ve got generations of [wimps], there’s no
more masculinity, no more testosterone.
(Jean, 2009b)
In this commentary, a man who washes the dishes and changes diapers is
no longer a real man; he is feminised. Sexage also serves as a reminder that
violent men assert their ‘right’ to appropriate women’s bodies and work in
a different way, by explicitly using violence as a means of control (Ptacek,
1998), even as a means of appropriating women, in Guillaumin’s terms. As
we will see below, some of the masculinist rhetoric works in favour of men
who want to use violence as a means of control. Finally, sexage has an ideational dimension, which Guillaumin calls the ‘idea of nature’ and which
justifies the appropriation of women in the name of the ‘difference’ and complementarity of the sexes. This is an integral part of antifeminist discourses,
as when Quebec psychologist Yvon Dallaire (2001, 2002) argues that intimate partner violence is not a matter of gender power, but as escalation in
tension produced when the ‘natural’ and ‘biological’ behaviours of men and
women are not respected. I draw on the theory of sexage to think about the
masculinist challenge as a project ultimately aimed at the appropriation of
women. It allows us to analyse gender relations without claiming that they
are more important than other social inequalities. My research highlights
that sexage intersects with sexuality, class and race.
The masculinists in this study are not only sexist, they are also homophobic and lesbophobic, and make the heterosexual couple the sole frame
of reference. For instance, an activist from Fathers 4 Justice, Jean Julien,
stated, ‘it’s women who give birth. [Yet], women are denaturalized […] and
that leads to what? A mix of genders. This leads to […] more bisexuality,
homosexuality’ (Jean, 2009d). Janik Bastien Charlebois (2015) observes
that, ‘homosexual men disturb [masculinists] because they go against normative prescriptions for the sexes. Homophobia and sexism are [thus] tightly
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linked’ (p. 193). Masculinists in this way separate ‘real’ men from the other
men. They also create hierarchies of women. There are those whose bodies men can appropriate (cis women) and the others, lesbians. According to
the fathers’ rights activist Jean-Claude Boucher, the latter have ‘infiltrated’
the feminist movement (Jean, 2009c). Consequently, lesbians pose a threat
which he describes as follows, ‘the gay movement and feminist movement
are similar in that the basis of these two ideologies is a lie’, especially since
‘the heterosexual man […] is denigrated to benefit the gay lobby and the
feminist lobby’ (Jean, 2009c).
Masculinists seem just as concerned about preserving men’s advantages
in terms of class. At least this is what Boucher indirectly suggests when
criticising feminists who denounce discrimination against women in hiring
practices in certain employment sectors:
[I]t’s been 25 years that I have been on the side of employers who are
bad-mouthed because they don’t hire women. It’s false. It’s absolutely
false. When I have a mandate to hire staff, I don’t care if he is yellow,
black, red, woman, man, or amputee; I don’t care. Will he be profitable?
That’s the question. If I see that the woman is less profitable than the
man, I hire the man.
(Jean, 2009c)
In addition to defending a gendered division of labour, masculinists also
spread racist prejudice, notably when they amalgamate immigrant women
and racialised women. Racialised women constitute the Other who is not
discussed except to say that immigrant women are manipulated by feminists
when they enter the country (cf. Labarre, 2015). The arguments of André
Ledoux (2009) illustrate this:
[The] scale of the feminist movement in Quebec can only impress these
women who come from Africa, Middle East, Latin America and elsewhere. […] The emancipation of Quebec women, entrenched in a sometimes questionable system of values, often stuns immigrant women and
confronts them with their realities, often contrary to ours.
(pp. 41–42)
For his part, Jean-Claude Boucher argues that ‘when [immigrant women]
enter the country, they are brainwashed with feminist ideology on the pretext of equality’ (Jean, 2009c). Presented in this way, immigrant women
form an ‘essentialised’ foreign community, necessarily non-feminist, who
will become feminists not in reaction to male domination, but through indoctrination by white feminists inculcating in them these false ideas.
A similar process takes place within masculinist discourse about masculinity. For example, Guillaume Gory (2011) notes that Quebec psychologist
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Guy Corneau establishes ‘a break […] between the civilized West and the
“original tribes”’ (p. 109). More generally, the orientalism of some masculinists reflects Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s (1988) analysis of the representation of the violent ‘barbarian’ – most of the time Muslim. In sum,
the masculinists render their appropriation of women’s bodies and work
invisible, at the same time emphasising, sometimes in caricatured fashion,
the expressions of sexage of ‘others’. The ‘node’ formed by the intersecting
privileges of gender, sexuality, class and race is implicit in the words of JeanClaude Boucher when he asserts that, ‘feminist ideology and gay ideology
are ideologies of death and disappearance of the race’ (Jean, 2009c). According to one feminist interviewee, masculinists will:
also target racialised women, women who wear the veil and lesbian
women, because for them these women are anomalies of nature. Each
time a woman presents a criterion for social exclusion, they take advantage of it and punish women who, in their view, should conform to the
mould of the submissive woman.
(Q4-RT11)
Given that masculinists believe that these gender – as well as sexuality, class
and race – interests are threatened by feminists, how do they try to maintain them? They do it by developing a tactical repertoire against feminism,
which they believe is the source of a crisis in heterosexual, economically
privileged, white masculinity.

The rhetorical tactic and its devices
Although the intersectional dimension of the political motives presented
above cannot be analysed in detail, masculinists’ interests remain anchored
in the rhetoric deployed. To start with, the rhetorical devices described here
for the most part contradict the feminist paradigm of men’s violence against
women. The creation of new groups to help violent men, around 1995, seems
to have been a key moment in the development of masculinist rhetoric:
[T]hese groups of men […] did not speak about gendered violence. They
spoke more about the partner violence; that is, that women were just as
violent as men. We hadn’t expected men to organise themselves in this
way. We got comments from women who came to see us and talked to
us about [the gender symmetry of violence discourse].
(Q1-RT13)
That is, starting from the mid-1990s, feminists found themselves confronted
with organisations that challenged the definition of gender violence as (1) an
expression of the systemic inequality between women and men and as (2) a
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form of control generally exercised by men over women. Onto these challenges to feminist paradigms was grafted the theory of the symmetry of intimate partner violence, which I address below.
Fathers’ rights groups, which increased in number in the 2000s, also became interested in the question of violence against women and support for
victims, essentially because this was tied to questions of separation and
child custody, and consequently child support. In fact, of the 158 members
of fathers’ groups in the US interviewed by Jocelyn Elise Crowley (2009),
61% brought up partner violence even though there was no question about
it. In addition, 25% of them stated that they opposed the ‘movement’ against
violence against women. A woman victim of partner violence who is supported by feminists, they argued, is likely to leave the violent relationship
and, if she is a mother, to negotiate child custody and child support at family
court – these are all contentious issues for masculinists.

Rhetoric of inversion
The thesis of the gender symmetry of violence can perhaps be analysed as
part of the rhetoric of inversion (DeKeseredy, 1999), which reverses relations of domination. For instance, Yvon Dallaire (2002) argues that there
are ‘two co-creators’ and that ‘the two sexes equally initiate conjugal violence’, even that men are more affected by violence than women (pp. 22, 28).
All while presuming equality, the rhetoric of inversion stretches the notion
of ‘equality’ to other situations: the equality of men (like women) experiencing social inequalities (Williams & Williams, 1995), or equality of violence.
In other words, this rhetoric conveys a simplified version of the concept of
‘equality’, which is used by antifeminists to ‘legitimate their lobbying efforts
on behalf of increasing the power and control available to fathers after divorce’ (Bertoia & Drakich, 1993, p. 593).
The theory of the gender symmetry in partner violence is also promoted
in intellectual circles. According to Rudolf Rausch (2005), the theory of
the gender symmetry of violence was developed by the Family Violence
Research Laboratory in New Hampshire academics, led by Murray Straus,
who in 1973 picked up the Conflict Tactics Scale (CTS) survey tool, which
was first developed in 1971 by the same research group (Straus, 1990). Briefly,
the CTS is widely used to measure the prevalence of violence by researchers
assuming a symmetry of violence in the conjugal context.
Following both the feminist activists interviewed and Walter DeKeseredy
(2011), we can say that among the factors explaining the current popularity
of the CTS are struggles by fathers’ groups and other antifeminists, including researchers working to change the definitions of violence by presenting
it as a bidirectional phenomenon. An analysis of Straus’ writing also confirms that he is opposed, at least indirectly, to feminist discourse on partner
violence. He explains that he developed the CTS to better measure family
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conflicts. This instrument measures both ‘reported aggression (actions committed) and reported victimisation (actions suffered)’ (Damant & Guay,
2005, p. 128) by members of a nuclear-type family. Straus (1979) initially differentiates between ‘conflict’, ‘conflict of interest’ and ‘violence’, but while
defining the first two, he says nothing about violence, ignoring the fundamental differences between these phenomena. In contrast, feminist theories
about intimate partner violence distinguish violence and conflict, notably
because ‘the threat of violence does not come into play in a conflict and
both partners retain the freedom to react’, and also because, ‘neither powerlessness nor fear of the other will paralyse or restrain this freedom to react’
(Prud’homme & Bilodeau, 2005, p. 81).
To measure these different forms of ‘conflict’, Straus and his colleagues developed a second version of the Conflict Tactics Scale (CTS2) survey, which
now included ‘sexual coercion’ and ‘physical injury’ behaviours (Straus,
Hamby, Boney-McCoy & Sugarma, 1996). In the first version, the ‘violence
scale’ listed 14 acts of violence, including a question about whether one member of the couple had ever grabbed the other (Straus, 1990). Studies based on
both the first and second versions of the CTS conclude that male and female
partners play almost equal parts in intra-couple violence. For example, using
CTS2, Straus and his colleagues assert that in terms of prevalence ‘49% of
the men and 31% of the women reported having been a victim of physical
assault by their partner’ (Straus et al., 1996, p. 299).
Despite the modifications and Straus’ (2005) recognition that violence
against women is more severe and lethal than violence against men,3 it is still
the case that, with this tool, ‘if someone is strangling me and I give a kick to
try to get rid of him, it counts as much as a kick from the person who is strangling me’, as a respondent pointed out (Q5-RT5). Thus, among the limits of
the CTS identified by researchers my respondents, is its failure to consider the
context in which violent acts are committed (Damant & Guay, 2005; Rausch,
2005; Romito, 2007). In other words, as the participant cited above emphasises, it is impossible to distinguish acts of assault from acts to defend oneself
from the other partner.

Recourse to anecdotes
Recourse to anecdotes is another effective rhetorical technique to produce inversion; namely when men are victimised. The story of a single man
having suffered the consequences of a tumultuous relationship is used, especially in the media, to support positions advanced by fathers’ groups.
Miranda Kaye and Julia Tolmie (1998) note that such anecdotes provoke
emotional responses in the recipient which corresponds with the search for
empathy to encourage adherence to a cause or argument. The person hearing the ‘horror story’ is expected to interpret it as revealing something generally true. Fathers’ rights activists make particular use of this device to get
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attention. This was clear, for example, in a disruptive protest organised by
members of Fathers for Justice during a feminist workshop on the topic of
masculinism, in Montreal on 8 March 2006. When asked to leave the room,
they interrupted the presentation with complaints about injustices towards
them by judges and their former spouses. Present at the event, I observed the
empathetic reaction of a woman who – despite the violence of their protest –
demanded that the facilitator to allow them to recount the stories of their
tumultuous break ups (cf. Saint-Pierre, 2015).

Disinformation
Other rhetorical techniques are used long with anecdotes and the rhetoric
of inverse victimisation, such as ‘disinformation’ and ‘abusive simplification’. On disinformation, Emilie Saint-Pierre (2015, p. 272) states that, ‘some
masculinists justify their actions by denying and distorting reality through
a process of removing responsibility/making overly responsible, blaming
women and feminists as the cause of male suffering’. For example, an informant (Q1-ATR8) explained how masculinists use research about violence
in lesbian relationships to assert that women are just as violent as men.
Violent men also appropriate masculinist rhetoric to justify their violence
and exonerate themselves from it, or even to threaten their victims with legal action (Fillod-Chabaud, 2016). In such cases, shelter workers are forced
to address these justifications when supporting women who have been subjected to such masculinist rhetoric. It is through abused women’s narratives
that feminists perceive the impact of masculinist rhetorical tactics on violent men and its repercussions on women who are victims of it (cf. Dragiewicz, 2011). Generally, the feminist activists that I have interviewed argue
that violent men express antifeminist positions. One informant pointed out
that, ‘the discourse is increasingly adopted by this kind of guy who uses it
in fact to say, “look, I’m not guilty, and you are all liars”’ (Q3-RT8). Or, as
another interviewee argued, ‘antifeminism is also a way of exonerating oneself and saying that we are not the guilty ones, it’s those others’ (Q5-RT13),
such as the alcoholic father, the dominating mother, or the wife who left the
family. In this way, the arguments proposed by masculinist largely mirrors
partner-violent men’s accounts (cf. Dragiewicz, 2008).
My respondents also pointed out disinformation in other, supposedly
scientific, discourses used by masculinists to harm women, children and
the work of feminists. The controversial Parental Alienation Syndrome,
developed by US psychologist Richard Gardner, and False Memory Syndrome (FMS), created primarily by US mathematician Peter Freyd, are two
such examples. These two syndromes pervert reality (‘disinform’) by positing that childhood sexual abuse claims are erroneous. FMS refers to the
fabrication of memories of events that never happened or modified memories of an event that really did happen. With the help of experts, Freyd and
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his wife developed the FMS theory after their adult daughter accused him
of sexually assaulting her when she was 13 years old (Noblitt & Perskin,
2000). Denying that he had sexually assaulted his daughter, even while admitting to have suffered three alcohol-related lapses of memory, Freyd was
accompanied by experts who decided to believe his version and to accuse
the daughter’s therapist as causing these ‘false memories’. FMS is not only a
revisionist interpretation of the sexual abuse of children (Noblitt & Perskin,
2000); it also illustrates the masculinist rhetoric of inversion as well as the
use of disinformation. The blame no longer rests with the perpetrator father,
but with the victim, as it is argued that she constructed this story from false
memories. At the intersection of sexism and ageism, FMS is also used in
antifeminist discourse to undermine feminist struggles on violence against
children.
For its part, Parental Alienation Syndrome (PAS) particularly incites
feminists. In fact, 87% of the shelters surveyed in Quebec by Simon Lapierre
and Isabelle Côté (2016) were concerned about the influence of this theory
on staff at youth centres, family court and other social workers. Why is PAS
decried by feminists? Because its creator, Richard Gardner, responsibilises
child victims and mothers for sexual assault. He argues that when a child
speaks against one of the parents in a divorce, and especially when a mother
supports her child’s denunciation of the father’s violence, the child is likely
to suffer from PAS. Gardner (2002) argues that PAS can take the form of
‘false allegations’ of sexual assault, going so far as to say that 90% of children who claim they are victims of sexual assault are suffering from the syndrome. These false allegations are supposedly the mothers’ revenge against
the fathers. He even argues that,
[…] in sex-abuse cases in the context of custody disputes I am more likely
to conclude that the wife’s sex-abuse accusation is a false one, that the
child was not sexually abused, and that the husband is innocent of the
alleged crime.
(Gardner, 2002, p. 107)
According to Joan Meier (2009, p. 236), Gardner argues that if a girl discloses her father’s assault and the mother wants to avoid alienating the child
she should respond, ‘I don’t believe you. I’m going to beat you for saying it.
Don’t you ever talk that way again about your father’.
To understand Gardner’s theory, we must contextualise it with his opinions about women’s sexuality and sexuality between adults and children,
which he believes is beneficial for the human species (Gardner, 1991, 1996).
This argument is based on his conception of paraphilias, that is, behaviours
thought to be deviant in western societies, such as pedophilia, sadism, rape
and zoophilia. For example, on the issue of sadism, he asserts that women
may have pleasure in being beaten, tied up or targeted by obscene telephone
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calls (Gardner, 1996). In fact, this is the price they are ready to pay, he argues,
to attain the satisfaction of receiving sperm (Meier, 2009). Justifying sexual
violence in this way, Gardner (1991) claims that ‘excessive’ reactions, such
as the criminalisation of paraphilias in western countries, is due to Jewish.
Similarly, the psychologist Hubert Van Gijseghem argues that pedophilia
is a proper sexual orientation (Frenette, 2011) and critiques the impact of
feminism on legislative changes around child custody as well as denounces
the ‘feminization of men’ (Van Gijseghem, 2010). According to one of my respondents, these are ‘hardcore bases’ of antifeminist discourse because; by
citing these syndromes, masculinists are indirectly defending the idea that
fathers ‘have the right to sexually assault their children’ (Q13-RT6).

Rhetoric of rationality
Analysing the content of masculinist discourse, I observed three additional rhetorical devices. These are the ‘rhetoric of rationality’ (Williams
& Williams, 1995), the ‘chameleon’, and the ‘divide and conquer’. The rhetoric of rationality relies on the naturalisation of power relations, or the
ideal face of the material relations of appropriation, in Guillaumin’s (1992)
terms. Nature becomes an authoritative argument for masculinists when
using of an ‘anthropomorphizing’ discourse (Romito, 2006), which compares human relations to the behaviour of great apes (see Dallaire, 2001).
In this discourse, notions of nature become associated with ‘science’ and
‘knowledge’, while feminists are ‘well known for being passionate’ (Romito,
2006, p. 142).
While not unique to masculinists, the rhetoric of rationality reproduces
gender binaries between emotions (female) and reason (male), and between
subjectivity (female) and objectivity (male). In other words, what Chaïm
Perelman and Lucie Olbrechts-Tyteca (2008, p. 80) call ‘the empire of abstract objectivism’ proceeds from a division between ‘statements integrated
into a scientific system’ and the passions. Thus, while portraying critique of
parental alienation as ‘ideological reactions’, Van Gijseghem (2010) regularly makes use of the idea of nature as an authoritative argument to defend
the thesis, claiming that it is based on ‘well-known and rigorously documented’ data, in opposition to the hostile reactions of an ‘ideological nature and, thus, all the more emotional and acerbic’ (pp. 89, 91). However,
Gérard Lopez (2018) demonstrates the non-scientific nature of PAS, as it is
essentially founded on ‘polemical [articles], personal views, clinical descriptions of a small number of sample cases’. The work of André Ledoux (2009)
provides another illustration of the rhetoric of rationality, notably when he
argues that feminism is an ideology and that ‘the evil of any ideology is
that it distorts reality, because it only represents the beliefs or ideas of a
social group with no objective relation to what can really happen’ (pp. 31–32,
my emphasis). The rhetoric of rationality at the same time camouflages the
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subjectivity of cisgender, white and heterosexual men who develop these
theories as well as their claims for recognition.

Chameleon and divide and conquer rhetorics
Chameleon rhetoric disguises its adherence to antifeminist discourse. It is
nevertheless often identifiable by accounts such as, ‘I am not an antifeminist,

but…’. As a feminist interviewee remarked that the organisation Tables
de
concertation en violence conjugale (‘Coalitions on partner violence’), through
wich social workers, police and other specialists organise work against violence, ‘it is not the kind of place [antifeminists] will necessarily really advertise themselves either. I think […] there is a very strategic side in [their
way of arguing]’ (Q6-RT3). Distancing themselves from certain kinds of antifeminism, without ever naming them, allows some masculinists to claim to
develop a critical ‘but not antifeminist’ discourse; a discourse drawing on the
crisis of masculinity which is not antifeminist. For example, André Ledoux
(2009, p. 62) distances himself from ‘bad’ and, ‘radical masculinism’, which
he characterises as antifeminist. This chameleon rhetoric makes it easier to be
persuasive about feminist ‘excesses’ and more precisely a feminism deemed
radical which has supposedly ‘scarred men’, many of whom ‘are recovering with difficulty, and without shouting about it from the rooftops’ (p. 62).
Conversely, the chameleon adopts a ‘good’ masculinist posture, a ‘sound
masculinism’ (p. 80), at the same time attempting a semantic re-appropriation
of the term masculinism, generally associated with antifeminism.
As its name indicates, the divide and conquer rhetoric creates divisions
among feminists in order to avoid identifying as or being identified as antifeminist (Mansbridge & Shames, 2008). This technique was well explained
by one of my respondents, who observed that her activist group belongs
to a sector of the feminist movement which seems to be more sheltered
from antifeminist critiques as that the label ‘radical’ isn’t applied to them
(Q1-ATR12). The divide and conquer rhetoric thus splits the feminist movement by targeting the sector which takes action against violence against
women, accusing it of being too influential. This said, sorting out good from
bad feminists seems a fairly random exercise, varying from one masculinist
group and activist to another; although the bad feminists always seem to
be more numerous than the good ones (Dumont, 2010). On closer inspection, ‘good’ feminists are those who sometimes adopt aspects of antifeminist
discourse, such as Elisabeth Badinter, a French philosopher who criticises
feminist excesses (Gory, 2011). André Ledoux (2009) often refers to the Quebec intellectual Denise Bombardier and her book The Failure of the Sexes
(‘La déroute des sexes’), who explicitly attributes this disaster to feminist
‘abuses’. ‘Good’ feminists are thus ‘pod feminists’ (Faludi’s expression in
Hammer, 2002), who use the feminist label in the media to make their antifeminist discourse more acceptable.
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By dividing good and bad feminists, this rhetoric allows masculinists to
present themselves as critics of a certain kind of feminism, rather than antifeminist. Finally, the divide and conquer rhetoric, just like the chameleon
rhetoric, emerged in reaction to feminist rejoinders to masculinists, as one
respondent explained:
[B]ecause the feminist movement organises and defends itself. There
were events, there were lists of names of women who were threatened
and, you know, there were concrete actions taken against those threats
[…] So, it also made it that you couldn’t attack the movement in the
same way. I have the impression that ‘divide and conquer’ applies. They
will divide and conquer, attack a little here, a little there […] I find that
now [in 2010], the attacks are more targeted.
(Q4-ATR8)
Witnessing the transformations in masculinist rhetorical devices, forced
to adapt to feminist counter-attacks, this participant simultaneously highlighted the dynamic nature of the conflictual relationship.

Conclusion
Generally, the rhetorical tactic is mobilised by actors who inhabit advantageous positions in regards to gender, sexuality, class, race and age. In light
of the masculinist discourses identified, I have suggested that the articulation of a theory of intersectional sexage sheds light on how masculinists
advocate for a heterosexual, economically privileged and white masculinity
which presupposes having women available to them (in the sense of property that can be used). To defend these interests, it is necessary to convince
the public that the feminism blocking their interests is wrong. In other
words, the rhetoric identified in my research contributes to harm those who
work against intimate partner violence against women, including FMS and
PAS theoretical rhetoric, which justify male violence against women and
children. Similarly, Guillaumin (1992) stresses that to appropriate children,
men must control the sexuality of women. However, this mean available to
men to perpetrate sexage is likely to be taken away from them thanks to feminist struggles against sexual violence. Consequently, feminists have come
to be seen as a threat by masculinists defending their right to appropriate
women, as the significant resources deployed by masculinists to counteract
feminist work to support victims of men’s intimate partner and sexual violence bear witness. Just as masculinist attacks on feminist struggles against
violence against women are inscribed in this dynamic of male appropriation, so ‘for them, each time we come out with a plan to act against violence against women, it testifies to the credibility that the government gives
to these issues’, as one of my informants stated (Q4-ATR2). In this sense,
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official recognition of violence against women and public funding for feminist groups in part explains the development of masculinism. To pursue this
reflection further, it would be interesting to carry out new studies on masculinism and masculinists in order to understand what personally motivates
their antifeminist activism.4

Notes
1 A study entitled ‘Masculinisme et violences contre les femmes: Une analyse des
effets du contremouvement antiféministe sur le mouvement féministe québécois’ (Masculinism and violence against women: an analysis of the effects of the
antifeminist counter-movement on the Quebec feminist movement), supported
by the Fonds de recherche du Québec Société et culture (FRQSC), the Réseau
québécois en études féministes (RéQEF), the Syndicat des chargées de cours
de l’UQAM (SCCUQ) and the Département de sociologie de l’Université du
Québec à Montréal (UQAM).
2 The documentary is a France/Quebec co-production. It examines the construction of hegemonic masculinity, particularly through the dynamics of heterosexual seduction and violence against women. It also looks at the issue of feminist
resistance to male domination. It features several Quebec antifeminists who
openly express their opinion of feminism because the producer, Patric Jean, infiltrated masculinist circles, passing himself off as one of them. The film was
a big hit in Quebec and in France, and helped to make Quebec masculinism
known outside Quebec.
3 I am grateful to Lucas Gottzén for drawing my attention to this discussion.
4 I want to thank Mary Foster for the translation and Francis Dupuis-Déri for his
comments on a previous version of this chapter.
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Chapter 7

Behind closed doors
Hegemonic masculinities,
romantic love and sexual violence
in gay relationships
Aliraza Javaid

Introduction
Given the lack of scholarship on the ways in which masculinities manifest in
gay relationships, in this chapter, I will offer some contextual understandings
and theorisations of sexual violence and masculinities in such relationships.
Drawing on Raewyn Connell (1992), I show how gay men move through different masculinities at differing times, places, and contexts whilst in romantic yet violent gay relationships. They can embody hegemonic masculinity
(Connell, 1987), which is a form of masculinity that legitimates unequal
gender and power relations between men and women; between masculinity and femininity; and among masculinities (Messerschmidt, 2017, 2018;
Messerschmidt & Messner, 2018). Gay men in relationships may not directly
contest the gender order, but rather reproduce it through the reinforcement
of hegemonic masculinities. Relationality and legitimation are key to understanding how hegemonic masculinities are interactionally constructed;
it is always in relation to other masculinities and femininities that they become actively produced to legitimate unequal gender relations. I will build
on James Messerschmidt’s (2016, 2018) reconceptualisation of hegemonic
masculinity by focusing on how hegemonic masculinities are constructed
between two intimate gay partners in gay relationships. For Messerschmidt
(2016), this would entail placing hegemonic masculinities at the local level,
rather than at the regional and global levels. For Messerschmidt (2018,
p. 38), ‘Practice at the local level—[includes] the actual face-to-face interaction’. My focus is on the interactions between the offender and victim in
gay relationships. A local gender hierarchy is evident in violent gay relationships; the attacker reproduces a locally hegemonic version of masculinity
to sustain patriarchy and unequal gender relations, whereby the victim momentarily becomes feminised and subordinate (inferior) while the attacker
becomes privileged (superior).
I will be drawing on a recent interview study I conducted with male rape
victims (N = 15) in England (Javaid, 2017b). It demonstrated that male victims of rape might suffer as a result of the contradictions that exist in relation
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to embodying hegemonic masculinity. My theoretical approach can uncover
the ambiguities surrounding the question of how hegemonic masculinities
are actually ‘(un)made’ at the local level in gay relationships. Making sense
of the fluidity of hegemonic and gay/subordinate configurations of social
practices in gay relationships offers insight into the ways in which they are
constructed relationally and how unequal gender relations within intimate
and sexual gay relationships are legitimated.
I focus on England because little is known about how offenders/victims
in intimate gay relationships negotiate hegemonic masculinities within
this context. There have been some local and national surveys on samesex violence within England. The ‘Sigma Surveys’ of gay men and lesbians
(Henderson,
2003)1 found that one in four people in same-sex relationships

will probably experience violence at some point in time. Victims of sexual
violence in gay relationships are unlikely to come forward to report and to
seek help, so this estimate of one in four is likely to be just the ‘tip of the
iceberg’ of the actual figure of rape and sexual assault in gay relationships.
One can only assume that the prevalence is higher than we are currently
aware, given the under-reporting and under-recording issues. For example,
state authorities usually classify rape in gay relationships as something else,
such as sexual assault2 (Javaid, 2018a), providing a miss-representation of,
and inaccurate portrayal of male rape.
I will first attempt to provide some background context, whereby I delve
deeper into the contextualisations of sexual violence against men, hegemonic/non-hegemonic masculinities and sexual violence in gay relationships.
Thereafter, I will make connections between gay men moving through gay/
subordinate and hegemonic masculinities within the local context of gay
relationships. Here, we will be able to identify how local hegemonic masculinities are being ‘made’ and ‘unmade’ through social and power relations,
through social structures, and through the constructions of love, romance,
and intimacy in gay relationships. I will end the chapter by summing up how
local hegemonic masculinities can be negotiated in gay relationships.

Sexual violence against men
Sexual violence against men as an issue that first came to light in the prison
context. Rape in prison is a way by which perpetrators exert power and
control over their victims who momentarily become emasculated, instead
of purely being a way to satisfy attackers’ sexual ‘needs’ (Javaid, 2018a).
Such sexual violence against men also occurs within the military. The
army is an institutional setting where hegemonic masculine social practices are intensely shaped and configured, making it difficult for men as
victims of rape to be considered as ‘real’ victims (Mondragon et al., 2015).
McMullen (1990, p. 132) suggests that, ‘The sexual identity […] of the vast
majority of male rapists is heterosexual’. This is in spite of masculine
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organisations, such as the police force, identify sexual violence against
men as an infestation of ‘gay culture’ (Abdullah-Khan, 2008). Such violence is, thus, often depicted as a problem only affecting the gay community, ignoring the fact that non-gay men can be perpetrators and victims of
rape against men. The media also fuel problematic assumptions about sexual violence against men, for example, by framing rape as an issue solely
affecting women (Abdullah-Khan, 2008). By doing so, we are led to believe
that men cannot suffer sexual violence in the home, on the streets, at work,
in police custody, in institutional care, in the community at large and other
contexts. Due to the social reproduction of gender inequality, discursively
and materially, many men are reluctant to report their rape (Javaid, 2018a).
Consequently, a discourse of silence is reproduced through which men are
not seen as possible victims of sexual violence. This allows the gender order to remain uncontested, sustaining gender inequality at the local, regional and global levels.

Hegemonic and non-hegemonic masculinities
Masculinities are multiple, malleable, dynamic and contradictory. They are
shaped by historical moments, as well as social and cultural contexts. They
shift across cultures, through historical times, and social structures and they
are shaped by institutional contexts. Connell (1987, 1992, 2005) and Connell
and Messerschmidt (2005) explain that masculinities are relational and need
to be understood in regards to the structure of the gender order. Therefore,
in relation to other masculinities and femininities, hegemonic masculinities are constructed through the overarching structures of gender relations
and through other social structures, such as, but not limited to, class, race,
ethnicity, age and sexuality. As Connell (1992) comments, ‘certain constructions of masculinity are hegemonic, while others are subordinated or
marginalized’ (p. 736). Connell (1995) goes on to conceptualise hegemonic
masculinity
[…] as the configuration of gender practice which embodies the currently accepted answer to the problem of the legitimacy of patriarchy,
which guarantees (or is taken to guarantee) the dominant position of
men and the subordination of women [and other men].
(p. 77)
Subordinate masculinities are defined as ‘constructed as lesser than or aberrant from and deviant to hegemonic masculinity’ (Messerschmidt & Messner, 2018, p. 35), notably men who have sex with other men or men expressing
effeminacy. It is the relationship between hegemonic and non-hegemonic
masculinities (i.e. subordinate masculinities) that I seek to focus on in this
chapter; more specifically, the gender relations between hegemonic and gay
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masculinities in gay relationships. Hegemonic masculinity is situational
given that:
Men can dodge among multiple meanings according to their interactional needs. Men can adopt hegemonic masculinity when it is desirable; but the same men can distance themselves strategically from
hegemonic masculinity at other moments. Consequently, ‘masculinity’
represents not a certain type of man but, rather, a way that men position
themselves through discursive [and material] practices.
(Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005, p. 841)
I agree with this argument that men can either position themselves in hegemonic masculinity, while at other times, others position them in it and
the same men can also dissociate from formations of hegemonic masculinity. Whether one can adopt hegemonic masculinities is a matter of negotiation. For example, C.J. Pascoe and Jocelyn Hollander (2016) highlight that
men can position themselves as ‘good guys’ who seemingly ‘protect’ women
from harm and violence by speaking out against sexual violence against
women: ‘that failed man, he has to force someone to have sex with him’
and ‘he has to rape to have sex’. These discursive statements by ‘good guys’
are expressed in a manner that legitimates uneven gender and power relations through discourses and linguistics to feminise ‘bad guys’ who rape,
discursively sustaining men’s dominance over other men. Hegemony is attained through hegemonically masculine embodied practices. Hegemonic
masculinities are both materially and discursively hidden in plain sight, as
material social practices always have a discursive element attached to them
(Messerschmidt, 2018).
Men construct hegemonic patterns of masculinity because they guarantee dominance over others, ensuring that the subordinate consents. The
subordinates are usually men who express femininity or gay social practices, or men who embody a homosexual identity who are positioned as
lacking cultural and symbolic power and value (Javaid, 2017a, 2018c). I am
not suggesting that gay men cannot navigate through different masculinities at different times, places and contexts; but configurations of gay social practices directly contest hegemonic ones, resulting in ‘homosexuality
[being] a negation of masculinity […] antagonism toward homosexual men
may be used to define masculinity’ (Connell, 1992, p. 736). Hegemony has
many configurations, not just homophobic violence, although the latter
is used as a way to legitimate unequal gender relations between men. At
other times, hegemonic masculinity can include ‘positive’ actions, such as
being a breadwinner, maintaining a sexual and loving relationship and being a father (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005). Although gay men might
be socially excluded or oppressed, they are not completely excluded from
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embodying hegemonic masculinities. For example, I previously argued
that male rape victims, including gay male rape victims, could reclaim
back their hegemonic masculinity that they momentarily lost to their sexual offender(s) by way of carrying out hegemonic masculine social practices post rape (Javaid, 2015). These include abstaining from complaining
about injury/pain or expressing emotion, as to do so would demonstrate
vulnerability, powerlessness and weakness, which in turn run counter to
hegemonic constructs of masculinity, whilst making it difficult to personify power through the sexually violated body. Male victims of rape can
also engage in other hegemonic social practices that enable them to legitimate unequal gender and sexual relations, for example, engaging in sexual
promiscuity with multiple partners and/or engaging in masculine pursuits,
such as violence. Messerschmidt (1993) shows how patterns of violence and
aggression are used as resources with which to ‘do’ hegemonic masculinity;
through the pursuit of hegemony, men may resort to violence to legitimate
unequal power relations, not as a mechanical effect for which hegemonic
masculinity was a cause. This challenges the common masculinist character of criminological research. Violence is not the only route to hegemony.
There are other paths.
For instance, Messerschmidt (2016) documents that former US President
George W. Bush’s involvement in the Iraq War contributed to the construction of a dominant global masculinity. Bush refused to engage in peaceful diplomatic negotiations with foreign leaders; rather, he engaged in what
Messerschmidt (2016) refers to as ‘hard diplomacy’, and, by doing so, expressed control. Similarly, Messerschmidt (2010) states:
President Obama has discursively adopted the patriarchal position of
heroic masculine protector, instructing men, women, and children of
the world to entrust their lives to him, in return for which he will only by
necessity employ defensive violence to keep them safe from evil.
(p. 170; emphasis in original)
President Obama engaged in patterns of hegemonic masculinity through
non-violent means, particularly through the patriarchal position of heroic
masculine protector, legitimising his power over others, as he assumed the
position of a global heroic hegemonically masculine protector (Messerschmidt, 2010). President Obama embodies hegemonic masculinity through
which he legitimates a hierarchical relationship between himself and other
men and women. However, Richard Howson and Jeff Hearn (2020) suggest
that theories of masculinities, such as hegemonic masculinities, have been
difficult to define and conceptualise because they can either indicate social
conducts, identities, character traits, social bodies, discourses, macro-social
structures or psychodynamics, among other things.
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Sexual violence in gay relationships
Sexual violence against men, although a violent crime, is often hidden from
public sight. In the 1970s, there was a lack of scholarship pertaining to male
sexual victimisation in Britain and beyond. In recent years, there have been
significant developments within this important area. However, the studies
that have been conducted on this topic have yielded somewhat contradictory findings. Many of the studies have been based on limited numbers of
participants of male rape victims and of state and voluntary agency practitioners who work with victims. This is understandable given that many victims do not report to local authorities for fear of being blamed, for having
their sexuality and masculinity questioned and for being made to feel more
of an offender than a victim. This may be due to the persistence of myths,
such as ‘men cannot be raped’, ‘male rape is solely a homosexual issue’, ‘if
you were raped, you must have somehow wanted it or led him on’, ‘men cannot be raped because they are expected to fight back’, and so on. Kristine
Chapleau, Debra Oswald and Brenda Russell (2008) argue that these male
rape myths stem from constructions of gender and sexuality and the gender socialisation process. The attitudes that facilitate rape myth acceptance
against men appear to be similar to those that facilitate rape myth acceptance against women. Women rape victims encounter similar accusations as
men rape victims, such as ‘why did you not fight back’ and ‘you must have
led him on’. Within the family, members are socialised to subscribe to patriarchal ideologies and practices, which spread onto secondary institutions
like the education system, religious institutions, workplaces, military establishments, prisons, and more. Patriarchal ideologies and practices inhibit
reporting, suggesting that perpetrators of male rape are seldom prosecuted.
These patriarchal ideologies work to cultivate sexism that stigmatises both
male and female rape victims (Chapleau et al., 2008).
Gay men are vulnerable to sexual violence in gay relationships. Denise
Donnelly and Stacy Kenyon (1996) indicate that gay men are vulnerable to
date and acquaintance rape, as well as to other forms of sexual assault. In
gay relationships, male rape is commonly about gaining power and control
over the victim, including a significant degree of psychological manipulation (Pretorius and Hull, 2005). Physical control can still emerge in such
relationships, such as through sexual violence. Hegemonic masculinity is
produced through male rape by way of feminising the victims, controlling
their bodies and emasculating them during the process of rape. Thus, male
rape legitimates an unequal relationship between men by constructing the
perpetrator as masculine and the victim as feminine. As a male rape victim
explains:
I know that men are expected to be tough, strong, and powerful and
even invulnerable, but I feel like I can’t be all those things because of
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the rape that I suffered. I feel that that type of masculinity, which I was
always struggling to achieve prior to the rape, has been stripped away
from me by my selfish offender.
(Ahmed, 25, doctor; cited in Javaid, 2017b)
Rape victims are positioned in subordinate masculinities through an unequal relationship between offender and victim. The offenders ‘calls the
shots’ by forcing their victims into subordinate roles of powerlessness, feminisation and emasculation.

Reproducing hegemonic masculinities
Hegemonic and non-hegemonic masculinities are all susceptible to on-going
change for they manifest in certain settings and under particular situations
(Messerschmidt, 2018; Messerschmidt & Messner, 2018). Connell (1992)
shows how gay men can reproduce patterns of hegemonic masculinity, calling this social process a ‘moment of engagement’ with hegemonic masculinity. In agreement with Connell, I argue that gay men in gay relationships
can draw on hegemonic masculinity when it is desirable and can distance
themselves from it when it is unproductive or least desirable by positioning themselves through non-hegemonic discursive practices. However, their
possibility to draw on hegemonic masculinity is restrained by ‘embodiment,
by institutional histories, by economic forces, and by personal and family
relationships’ (Messerschmidt, 2018, p. 42). Gay men can engage in what
Messerschmidt (2016) calls ‘dominant/dominating’ masculinities. He defines these as the following:
Dominant masculinities are not always associated with and linked to
gender hegemony, but refer to (locally, regionally, and globally) the
most celebrated, common, or current form of masculinity in a particular social setting; dominating masculinities refer to those masculinities
(locally, regionally, and globally) that also do not necessarily legitimate
unequal relationships between men and women, masculinities and
femininities, but rather involve commanding and controlling particular interactions, exercising power and control over people and events:
‘calling the shots’ and ‘running the show’. While dominant and dominating masculinities may sometimes also be hegemonic, dominant and
dominating masculinities are never hegemonic if they fail to legitimate
unequal gender relations in a cultural context.
(Messerschmidt, 2017, pp. 74–75)
In a romantic (seemingly loving) gay relationship, at particular times and
in particular contexts, one of the partners may occupy a dominant masculine position in the relationship while the least dominant is positioned in a
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subordinate form of masculinity. On the one hand, the dominant partner
can embody local ‘dominating masculinities’ in the relationship by exercising power and control over his subordinate partner by way of, for example,
controlling his freedom of movement, such as when a partner can leave the
home, when he can see his friends, and when he needs to be back home by.
On the other hand, hegemonic masculinity can be seen in instances of violent rape and sexual assault within the relationship, as violent penetration
can work to feminise and render the victim, as Pascoe and Hollander (2016)
would say, less than masculine. The victims are momentarily stripped off
their masculinity while the attacker’s masculinity is boosted, as they gain
power over their victim. The perpetrator may carry out sexual violence because it momentarily provides a means to gain control over their partner
and to legitimate an unequal relationship wherein the perpetrator is positioned as masculine and the victim as feminine. A masculinity can be dominating and hegemonic – such as during rape. Resistance can occur within
this context; for instance, the victim can resist their partner’s hegemonic
masculinity by retaliating through violence. I do not claim that the victim
‘asked for it’, but rather he is positioned in a subordinate masculinity in the
way of being raped. These relations should not be read as deterministic,
however, given that victims can navigate hegemonic masculinity in other
contexts, times and places. For example, the victims can attempt to claim
a hegemonic position by way of fighting back or retaliating, as one of my
respondents explains:
I’ve completely given up on life because I should have fought off my
rapist but no, I didn’t. I failed as a man and it is all my fault. I have this
expectation in my head and from other people I think that I should be
able to always look after myself and to protect my body. After all, I
was trained to look after myself in the army, so I had the training and
knowledge, but I failed, as I say, as a man. I feel powerless and lacking
of strength, which is unlike me, but, after the rape, I don’t feel as strong
and powerful as I used to feel. (John, 26, officer in the armed forces)
(cited in Javaid, 2017b)
The configuration of hegemonic masculinity, then, changes over time. The
victim retaliating through physical or sexual violence to reproduce hegemonic
masculinity is in line with Messerschmidt’s (1993) work. He argued that particular types of crime and forms of serious violence, such as sexual violence,
reproduce hegemonic masculine social practices. Therefore, the reproduction of hegemonic masculinity is reliant upon its significant other: subordinate masculinity. The dominant partner in the gay relationship, whomever it
is at the time, controls the context wherein sexual violence unfolds.
In the case of sexual violence, control can be attained by dehumanising the victim who is positioned in a subordinate masculinity. Hegemonic
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masculinity is ‘a social ascendancy achieved in a play of social forces that
extends beyond contests of brute power into the organisation of private life
and cultural processes’ (Connell, 1987, p. 184). Thus, with regard to sexual
violence, ‘hegemony does not refer to ascendancy based on [pure] force’, but
it is not incompatible with the use of sexual violence (Ibid.). There are also
non-violent means, whereby hegemonic masculinity is constructed in gay relationships; an example includes one of the partners becoming a breadwinner
at a given time, producing and reproducing hegemonic masculinity in a given
culture. To maintain hegemony, both parties need to see the unequal relationship as legitimate and more or less taken for granted. Domination through
control over the subordinate intimate partner at a particular time is negotiated through social and power relations. Joachim Kersten (1996) argues that,
‘rape is a practice linked to specific frameworks of gender relations in which
issues of hegemonic masculinity are transformed, or at stake. Rape has to do
with male power’ (p. 384). This is true. Power operates in complicated ways;
one violent partner is not simply always violent, nor does he always inhabit
hegemonic masculine social positions. The victim is never always a victim,
nor always positioned within subordinate masculinities. The relationship is
highly complex, and it is intertwined in a web of power relations.
In the context of male-dominated violence, such as sexual violence, Messerschmidt’s (1993) conceptualisation of ‘tough’ masculinity as a public situational display and reflection of male gender connects with men’s masculinity
that is threatened or men having a lack of cultural or material resources with
which to attain hegemonic masculinity. For example, if men in gay relationships have a lack of access to cultural and material resources to configure
hegemonic masculinity, the option of sexual violence is always available. Sexual violence may be thought of as a ‘last resort’ to reproduce hegemonic masculinity if no other avenue is open at any given time, offering the gay male
sexual perpetrator ‘a very straight gay’ identity (Connell, 1992). Physical and
sexual violence are facts of daily life and daily threats in gay relationships.
Within such relationships, ‘[t]he institutional dimension of hegemonic masculinity gives it a social authority that shapes perceptions of gayness’ (p. 746).
I argue that hegemonic masculinity shapes gay male lovers’ perceptions of
gayness and what constitutes it; effeminate gay men in the relationship may
be considered to adopt passive roles (‘the bottom’) during sex. During which
they might be forced to engage in sexual practices that they might not want
to, such as BDSM practices including multiple erotic practices or roleplaying
comprising of bondage, dominance and submission, discipline, and sadomasochism. How far does one go? When does it reach non-consensual sex?

Reproducing heteronormativity
Heteronormativity is the normalisation of heterosexuality in all institutions, in all discourses, and in all segments of everyday life. It shapes how we
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embody other marginal sexual identities, in what spaces and to whom at certain times. It governs us and our everyday actions, talks and conducts. Steven Seidman (2008, p. 396) is correct to argue that ‘a social division between
a dominant heterosexual majority and a subordinate homosexual minority
has been central’ to the ways in which societies are arranged. Consequently,
the homosexual is polluted and is antithetical to the heterosexual, who is
able to comfortably form hegemonic social practices. The heterosexual is
considered ‘normal’ and dominant; heterosexuality is positioned in a hierarchically superior position and, by contrast, homosexuality is positioned as
‘deviant’ and ‘abnormal’, a less-than-desirable position, that is, one of subordination. For Seidman (2008), this compartmentalisation results in homosexuality becoming excluded from public life, constructing ‘the homosexual
as defiled justifies his/her exclusion from public life’ (p. 396). Similarly, Stevi
Jackson (2018) argues that:
[E]ven in the most liberal places much of everyday life still proceeds
on the assumption that everyone is heterosexual unless known to be
otherwise. Heteronormativity is mobilized and reproduced in everyday
life through routine activities in which gender, sexuality, and heterosexuality interconnect.
(p. 138)
In Britain, where I am based, if a boy’s or man’s ‘embodied practices are
read as effeminate this can lead to imputations of homosexuality and undermine his claims to masculinity’ (p. 138). Undoubtedly, heterosexuality
and hegemonic masculinity connect and interlink. Heterosexuality involves
more than (erotic) sexuality; it also involves the ‘doing’ of masculinity, notably forming hegemonic masculinities. Heterosexuality is so embedded in
social structures that male rape victims can align themselves in a straight
culture, despite their rape. As one of my research participants put it:
I’d rather be a dad than a husband … I can offer more that way …
[because] nobody wants me. Therefore, I would much rather have children because I won’t be judged [for being raped]. (HIV positive rape
victim, Jamie, 26, shoe shop manager)
(cited in Javaid, 2017b)
This unusual instance of forming a heterosexual lifestyle and sustaining
heteronormativity post-rape enables the male rape victim to momentarily
destabilise the heterosexual/homosexual dichotomy, allowing the fluidity of
sexualities to take place. In turn, the victim reproduces heteronormativity
through becoming a father, having children to nurture and to provide for.
Across diverse national contexts, the role of a man as a breadwinner in
the family is a central aspect of hegemonic masculinity (Connell, 1995). The
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doing of heterosexuality is not only about its normativity, but also about
gender divides and hierarchies. Men are constantly shifting across, and
moving through, this gender hierarchy, which in and of itself is constantly
altering over time, place and context.

Love, romance and intimacy
In my recent writings (Javaid, 2018b), I found that gay and bisexual men do
not often have the resources with which to draw on to communicate love,
romance and intimacy through languages, discourses and words because
heteronormativity was reinforced through the expectation that the men
would have girlfriends/wives and would engage in (hetero)sexual activity, resulting in some of the men being stuck in the closet. In turn, this
made it difficult for them to fall in love with another man.
(p. 160)
The lack of words accessible to express emotion and love in gay relationships enables men to configure patterns of hegemonic masculinity, for to
socially practice emotions and vulnerabilities disenables legitimation of unequal gender and sexual relations; power and control over one’s own body
and emotions disappear. In gay relationships, I argue that men may be uncomfortable to express emotional needs since such expression runs counter
to hegemonic constructs of masculinity. I take this a step further. While
constructs of love and emotions are dynamic and fluid through social relations, I suggest that men can draw on love and emotions either discursively
or materially when it is desirable and productive in terms of embodying
power, as similar to drawing on hegemonic masculinity when it is desirable
and productive to achieving power to legitimate unequal gender relations
(Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005).
Love is powerful. Practices of love, such as saying ‘I love you’, act to secure male rape victims in violent/abusive relationships. Love is blind. The
entrapment in gay relationships because of love, of being in love, of falling in
love, means that abusive partners are able to form and perpetuate relationship rules that underpin violence as a way in which to circulate power and
control and to legitimate unequal gender relations. By doing so, ‘the abusive
partner is the key decision-maker, setting the terms for the relationship (traditionally associated with masculinity in men) and the survivor is positioned
as responsible for the emotional life and care of the abusive partner and
the relationship’ (Donovan & Hester, 2015, p. 199). The violent partner can
control the relationship and the love that ties them together, controlling the
maintenance of a household, the time the victim is expected to be back at
home, and when and how sexual activities take place, etc. (Javaid, 2020).
In violent gay relationships, the victims are made to do ‘emotional labour’.
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Not only dealing with their own emotional pains, scars, isolations and
torments but also having to manage their violent partners’ unpredictable
emotions. In order to sustain the relationship and to handle the violent partners’ emotional needs, the victims may feel somewhat responsible to do this
emotional work. Demonstrating emotional strength to carry on with the
‘loving relationship’ is terribly and dangerously hard work; victims may feel
like they are ‘walking on egg shells’. Despite this, the continuation of love
remains, the practices of love continue, and the feeling of love does not fade
in as much as the bruising and pains garnered from the physical and sexual
violence. It is almost as if the victim and abuser are inseparable due to love:
two souls uniting together. The late Zygmunt Bauman (2003, p. 17) declared
that, ‘Wherever I go, you go; whatever I do; you do […] If you are not and
cannot be my Siamese twin, be my clone!’ Being in love, thereby, means
being with the loved one – always. Always thinking about, longing for, and
cherishing the loved one, who is at the centre of one’s own universe; nothing
else matters.
There are other examples in gay relationships where an intimate partner
can ‘do’ emotion, so as to reproduce patterns of hegemonic masculinity.
They include presenting pain and injury to the subordinate partner, so as
to prevent them from going out for a drink with their friends, controlling
their everyday conducts: ‘stay home with me, I’m in pain; if you really loved
me, you would stay here with me’. Drawing on emotion and vulnerability,
then, can help shape patterns of hegemonic masculinity since it offers power
over their subordinate partner’s body and social practices. The subordinate
partner stays at home.

Conclusion
Patterns of hegemonic masculinity guarantee a gender order, wherein some
men are positioned as unfairly priviledged over other men at certain historical moments and within a given cultural context. These patterns work to
assert power to ensure the continued maintenance and expansion of hegemonic masculinities at the local, regional and global levels (Messerschmidt,
2016). In this chapter, I focused on the local level, notably gay relationships.
Some patterns of masculinity, such as hegemonic ones, do include the use of
sexual violence, also in gay relationships, as a way to legitimate unequal gender and sexual relations, while other patterns of masculinity, notably subordinate ones, are much more compliant. The shift from the first to the second
is negotiable, contextual and situational, shaped by multiple social contingencies. At the local level, hegemonic masculinities in gay relationships are
hierarchically organised and more highly valued. By contrast, subordinate
masculinities are positioned at the periphery, as less respected and culturally
honoured. Consequently, subordinate masculinities are positioned as less
than, or deviant to, hegemonic masculinities. Male rape victims, I argue, are
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hierarchically positioned in subordinate masculinities. This is not to argue
that male victims of rape cannot move through masculinities and engage
in hegemonic patterns of masculinity. They can. For instance, they can reproduce hegemonic masculinity through engaging in sexual relations with
multiple partners (men or women) to legitimate unequal power and sexual
relations, such as through rape, or engaging in risky drinking and public
violence as ways to form hegemonic masculine practices to attain status
amongst other men. It can be argued that, by male rape victims engaging in
hegemonic masculinity configurations of practice, they are fostering gender
inequalities among men in a gender hierarchy that changes over time, place
and context. Gay relationships are maintained in a web of power relations;
intimate gay lovers are never free from the shackles of gender power relations. They can reproduce them.
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Notes
1 This British study refers to experiences of physical, emotional and sexual abuse.
2 ‘Sexual assault’ is an act wherein an individual sexually touches another person, with intent, without that person’s consent, or coerces or physically forces
he/she to engage in a sexual act, which excludes penetration, against their will.
Rape includes an act in which a person intentionally penetrates another person’s vagina, mouth or anus with their penis. Currently, in English law, women
cannot be prosecuted for raping a man; however, I believe they can be offenders
of rape.
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Chapter 8

Exploring trans men’s
experiences of intimate
partner violence through
the lens of cisgenderism
Michaela Rogers

Introduction
Despite the increasing recognition and acceptance of trans people’s rights
across the global North, it is frequently reported that they are vulnerable to
higher levels of discrimination and abuse in both public and private settings
(FRA, 2015). Within private contexts, whilst the rates of intimate partner
violence (IPV) in trans people’s relationships are hard to ascertain, it has
been reported that these are concerning (Langenderfer-Magruder, Whitefield, Walles, Kattari & Ramos, 2016; Valentine et al., 2017).
Gaining a clear understanding of trans people’s experiences is problematic as the IPV literature and evidence-base are largely rooted to a gender
paradigm in which IPV predominantly occurs within a cis-gendered and
heterosexual context; that is, it is a problem of heterosexual male violence
against heterosexual females (Cannon & Buttell, 2015). As such, trans people are often invisible in official statistics, or they are subsumed into the
lesbian, gay, bisexual and trans (LGBT) umbrella (Biblarz & Savci, 2010;
Rogers 2016b, 2017. This neglects the heterogeneity and specificity of trans
people’s experiences. Notwithstanding, there is a growing body of work
which suggests that IPV amongst trans communities is at a rate similar to,
or higher than that for cisgender (non-trans) people with one study reporting that 21.6% of the trans population has experienced IPV in their lifetime
(Langenderfer-Magruder et al., 2016). Additionally, this small, but significant, body of evidence suggests the differential risk of IPV within LGBT
communities, with increased rates of exposure to IPV reported by trans
(and bisexual) individuals (Valentine et al., 2017).
Globally, definitions, measures and rates of IPV are inconsistently reported
and recorded; this also regards data on IPV rates across trans communities
and makes transnational comparison difficult. The US is an outlier as data
on trans people’s experiences are collected relatively frequently. For example, the US Transgender Survey (James et al., 2016) gathered 27,715 responses
from all 50 states. More than half (54%) had experienced some form of IPV
(James et al., 2016). In addition, nearly one-quarter (24%) had experienced
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severe physical violence by an intimate partner, compared to 18% of the general US population (James et al., 2016). In Europe, there is no singular source
of data on IPV and trans communities. However, a survey conducted by the
Fundamental Rights Agency (FRA, 2015) of 6,771 trans-identified people,
across 28 European Union member states, found that respondents reported
a high level of violence, hate-motivated attacks and harassment (reported
by one in three (34%) respondents). It was not, however, clear from this data
how many incidents occurred within an intimate partnership.
In recent years there has been an upsurge in empirical literature solely
concerning trans people’s experiences of IPV (see Brown, 2011; Rogers,
2016a, 2016b, 2017). Trans men are rarely foregrounded in this literature as
samples of research participants are mostly constituted by people identifying as trans women. In recognition of this, and that trans men are mostly absent in masculinity and violence scholarship too, this chapter explores trans
men’s experiences of IPV. Furthermore, there is a lack of research exploring
trans men and trans masculinities more generally within masculinity studies (Gottzén & Straube, 2016) and therefore this chapter contributes to the
small but growing literature on this topic.
The first part of the chapter outlines the theoretical and conceptual
frameworks which will help to situate the abuse narratives proffered below
and provides clarity in relation to the accompanying analysis. I start with an
exposition of the terms gender, trans and masculinity, locating these along a
gender spectrum to help the reader to move beyond a binary and normative
conception of gender. Next, a critical account of concepts that are central
to the analysis demonstrates a clear delineation of the relationship between
gender normativity and cisgenderism to illustrate how both operate at different levels (at individual, community and societal levels).
Drawing on two empirical research projects, this chapter provides an
analysis of the relational contexts of IPV for trans men. Data is taken from
the narratives of research participants who self-identified along the spectrum of trans masculinity. Each narrative foregrounds different abuse
experiences but together the narratives articulate different forms of IPV including misgendering, pathologising, embodiment and identity abuse. The
data illuminate the interconnections between these forms, and with trans
identity, to show the workings, or abuse of, power and control within intimate relationships. The discussion is undergirded by the theoretical and
conceptual frameworks as I illustrate how the concepts of gender normativity and cisgenderism map onto experience and help to make sense of the way
in which power and control operate.

Understanding gender and trans
Gender can be understood to be a form of identification, social categorisation or an aspect of positionality (Rogers & Ahmed, 2017). Gender can
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be described as a structure resulting from cultural processes that order
and organise people according to their bodies and behaviours (Enke, 2012;
Rogers & Ahmed, 2017). Within feminist scholarship, gender has been analysed in relation to its performative nature (Butler, 1990) and described as
something that we simply ‘do’ (West & Zimmerman, 2009). In the 1970s,
gender was recognised to be an analytical category; demarcating biological
sex differences and the ways in which these are employed to inform characteristics and behaviours which are then delineated as either masculine
or feminine (Pilcher & Whelehan, 2017). Similarly, this chapter adopts an
approach where the term sex references the physiological characteristics
of bodies assigned as female, male or other, whereas gender invokes the
social identities (‘man’ or ‘woman’) aligned to those sexed bodies (Enke,
2012). In this framing, sex and gender are interconnected, but unstable as
the concept of gender, and its relationship with sex, is contingent, situated,
dynamic and multiple. It is also important to acknowledge the intersectional ways in which gender and sex overlap and coalesce. See, for example,
Richard Ekins and Dave King’s (2006) work which offers a comprehensive synthesis of history, case studies and theoretical analyses to illuminate the intricate ways in which gender, sex and transgendering can merge
to form a conceptual framework of critical concepts and gendered/sexed
positionalities.
Despite the widespread acknowledgement that gender is a social construct, much of the existing literature employs an analytical framework that
reduces gender to the binary of man/woman. This is problematic as it marginalises or silences people who do not identify with either (Biblarz & Savci,
2010). More recently, scholarship has been challenged by an emerging discourse and body of work that designates sexed and gendered identity along
a spectrum (Dargie, Blair, Pukall & Coyle, 2014). This activates the potential for an indeterminate range of available identities with which to identify. To understand this spectrum and gender fluidity, it is useful to employ
the term trans as an umbrella category that includes trans* woman/man;
trans woman/man; transgender woman/man; transsexual woman/man; mtf/
ftm; MTF/FTM; queer; genderqueer; gender fluid; butch/femme; and crossdresser. This list is not exhaustive, and it is important to acknowledge the
complexity of trans identities (Dargie et al., 2014). Notwithstanding, this
provides a useful starting point which indicates how trans identity can be
allied with binary or non-binary/queer identities. Finally, it is important to
acknowledge the new oppositional binary that has evolved through trans/
gender scholarship; that of cisgender and trans. The term cisgender (and
its shorthand cis) refers to the identity status of someone whose identity
matches that which was ascribed at birth (Schilt & Westbrook, 2009).
This chapter explores the experiences of trans men and trans masculinity
(masculinity/femininity refers to the attributes, behaviours and roles associated with being a man/woman) in relation to intimate partner violence.
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The neglect of trans masculinity within masculinity scholarship (Gottzén &
Straube, 2016) circumvents non-conforming gender identities by focusing
on (cis) constructs of masculinity (Aboim, 2016). The value of centring
trans men and trans masculinity in an analysis of everyday life adds to the
modest, but growing, literature and theorising of masculinity studies more
broadly. The term trans masculine refers to people who were ascribed a female identity at birth but who identify as men or with other markers of masculine identity and/or subjectivity including, for example, tomboy, butch,
stud and drag king (see Abelson & Kade, 2020, for an exploration of trans
men, identities, practices and embodiment). Whilst people who identify as
trans masculine reject particular notions of femininity, it should not be conceptualised as a one-dimensional form of masculinity but one which captures various forms of presentation, embodiment and identification (Ekins
& King, 2006) involving, not just identity, but a variety of material and practical experiences (Connell, 2012).
Building on ideas about the marginalisation of trans communities, and
addressing the sparsity of attention paid to trans subjectivity in violence
literature, as well as masculinity studies, it is useful to situate the narratives
presented later in this chapter in the context of social relations and different
forms of trans masculinity. Albeit mostly theorising cis bodies and identities, through her work on hegemonic masculinities, Connell (2005) argues
that recognising diversity is not enough, we must acknowledge the relations
between different types of masculinity. This includes relations of alliance,
inclusion/exclusion and subordination/domination, as well as the recognition that trans men will assume or have been attributed ‘a marginalised
masculinity’ (Connell, 2005, p. 80).

Gender normativity and cisgenderism
Gender normativity refers to those social constructions of binary gender as
normal, positioning any divergence from this as abnormal (Stryker & Aizura,
2013). For example, gender normativity values cisgender identity, heterosexual marriage and procreation between a cis man and a cis woman. This
paradigm closely aligns with the notion of cisgenderism which focuses more
specifically on what is considered to be normal in a world that has only two
valid genders (Ansara & Hegarty, 2014). Cisgenderism refers to fixed ideas
about gender, gender identities, practices and bodies. Adopting a cisgenderist position is to adopt beliefs such that all people are expected to identify
within the confines of the gender binary and what is considered to be normative, subsequently, people are judged on whether they do or do not.
Further, cisgenderism is an ideology that is prejudicial in nature and it is
systemic in that it is deeply embedded in social structures and institutions
(Rogers, 2017, 2019). In this way, cisgenderism is similar to sexism and racism.
Cisgenderism is multi-level (operating within individuals, communities and
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sociocultural structures) and it is deeply embedded in authoritative cultural
discourses (Ansara & Hegarty, 2014). Early scholarship on cisgenderism was
focused on the cis/trans dichotomy and at a narrow micro-level, scrutinising subjective experience and individualised understandings of genders and
bodies (Serano, 2016). Gavriel Ansara and Peter Hegarty (2014) advocate for
a wider lens to challenge acts that marginalise trans or non-binary people
at all levels. This supports the notion that cisgenderism is an ideology that
marginalises and delegitimises people’s self-identification in terms of gender
and self-designation of the body as one thing or another.
The narratives presented below illustrate various forms of cisgenderism including misgendering and pathologising. Misgendering refers to the
erroneous use of gendered language which does not reflect how people
self-identify (Ansara & Hegarty, 2014). For example, using a person’s former
name which does not accurately convey a person’s self-designated gender,
or using a male pronoun for someone who identifies as a woman. Misgendering can be intentional and inadvertent. For the purposes of this chapter,
misgendering as an analytical concept happens when it is a purposeful, not
passive, act. Finally, pathologising refers to the labelling and treatment of
people’s self-identified gender as disordered (Ansara & Hegarty, 2014; Riggs,
Ansara & Treharne, 2015).

Theorising intersections
It is frequently, and persuasively, argued that theorising the interconnections between identity and marginalisation through a singular lens is inadequate because this inevitably fails to account for the ways in which forms of
inequality or abuse, such as those based on gender, race or class, interrelate
(Crenshaw, 1989; Hines, 2011). Intersectionality scholars have been instrumental in illuminating the systematic means by which such forms interlock
and shape each other (Hines, 2011). For example, since the 1970s black feminist scholarship has highlighted the persisting marginalisation of black
women and ways in which white feminists have failed to theorise identity
complexity (Richardson & Monro, 2012). Similarly, the emerging literature
of trans men and trans masculinity draws attention to the ways in which
this scholarship tends to reflect the dominant white, Western-centric contexts in which they have emerged (Valentine, 2007). Contemporary work has
progressed understandings by emphasising the social, cultural and spatial
variations of possibilities for trans expression (Gordon & Pratma, 2017) and
scholarship in fields outside of gender (such as Black Studies) are generating
new epistemologies using alternative frameworks (such as ones informed
by race and ethnicity) to explore trans men and trans masculinities (Imma,
2017; Jaime, 2017).
Caution should be used when applying intersectionality frameworks however, as these have traditionally been used to explore the interconnections
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of gender, class and race and this limited usage has been critiqued, as has
the tendency to apply intersectionality in opaque and individualistic ways
(Hines, 2011). It is more useful to think of axes of difference (Yuval-Davis,
2006), a matrix of dominance (Hill Collins, 2000), or of identity and its relation to a dynamic process of positionality (Rogers & Ahmed, 2017). Here it
is noted that such frameworks are useful prompts for considering additional
units of analysis in relation to inequality including the divisions of binary
gender/non-binary gender and cis men/trans men. As such, the breadth of
forms of trans masculinity could provide a challenge to the analytical categories employed in an intersectional analysis; calling for a deconstruction
of categories, rather than an extension. Notwithstanding, intersectionality
frameworks are helpful in reminding us to consider that narratives of violence and abuse are often told relative to multiple, not singular, aspects of a
person’s identity and lived experience.

Methods
In the remaining part of this chapter, data is drawn from two qualitative
empirical studies. The first was my doctoral project exploring trans people’s experiences of domestic abuse (including IPV and family violence)
(completed between 2010 and 2013 at the University of Sheffield, UK). The
second project was an evaluation of an IPV support service offered by a
UK-based LGBT organisation conducted in 2016–2017. Both studies involved semi-structured interviews with trans people who had experienced
either IPV or family violence (total n = 24 across both studies). The narratives are purposefully selected to illuminate different forms of cisgenderism
and gender normative attitudes as enacted through intimate partner violence towards trans men.
Both projects were undertaken using a feminist perspective to explore
gender-based violence. Ansara and Hegarty (2014) argue that employing a
conceptual framework that embeds the concepts of gender normativity and
cisgenderism can benefit feminist research by reducing discriminatory gendered ideology. The theoretical and empirical analyses below integrate an
intersectional approach (which views identity as multiple, dynamic, situated
and contingent). This illuminates the subjectivities and specificity of IPV for
trans men who have different personal and demographic backgrounds, and
who embody and practice different forms of trans masculinity.

Identity abuse and misgendering
When experienced by trans people, IPV can target their identity-based vulnerabilities’ (Brown, 2011, p. 153). Identity abuse refers to the way in which
systemic oppression such as sexism, racism or ableism can be leveraged to
cause psychological harm or to control an individual (Woulfe & Goodman,
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2018). In this chapter, identity abuse references the tactics of IPV that employ cisgenderism and gender normativity against trans men (Woulfe &
Goodman, 2018). Jim (30 years old, trans man) described his ex-partner,
Julie’s, reaction to his coming out:
I told her. She must have known something was coming. She said ‘it’s
shit. I don’t believe you.’ So, what do you say to that?
Jim and Julie had been in a lesbian relationship for five years and his narrative highlights the tensions at the intersection of lesbianism and trans identity at the start of and through his period of transitioning. Jim described
Julie’s behaviour in the months before he left their relationship:
She’d talk about me to others and say ‘have you heard what [Sharee]
is claiming? SHE’s saying SHE’s identifying as a man now’ […] Jules
refused to call me Jim. She’d talk about me to my sister. Both of them
going on about me as a freak […] saying it’s weird and I wouldn’t do it,
transition that is.
Jim’s depiction of being misgendered suggests that Julie struggled to accept
the situation and changes brought about by Jim’s transition to identify as a
man. It exemplifies how one person’s transitioning can lead to a number of
relationship difficulties and changes to their partner’s identity and positioning including competing and overlapping identities/positionality (such as
that of trans/lesbianism as well as trans identity with hetero/ homosexuality).
Mo (23 years old, trans man) had a similar experience as after disclosing to
his then partner, Kate, that he was trans, she frequently used his female
name and female pronouns then added something like ‘oh sorry, darling.
I forgot you’re now a boy. You’re a “he”’. Mo experienced this as identity
abuse, describing another tactic employed by Kate when she threatened to
out Mo to his colleagues in the school where he taught (he had not yet come
out as trans to his employers at this point). She did so by using moral justifications stating: ‘it’s only honest and right that everyone knows’.
Closely related to misgendering is the concept of passing: the process
which enables a person to be recognised or pass in their self-identified gender
(Garfinkel, 1967). In empirical literature, the ability to pass can be linked to
fear or experiences of cisgenderism (Rogers, 2017, 2019). In these contexts,
cisgender-based norms and aesthetics provide a framework by which to judge
someone’s appearance (Gagné & Tewksbury, 1998). Mo illustrated this when
describing how Kate would draw attention to his facial features by claiming
‘no-one would believe you’re a boy now, sweetie. You’re way too pretty’. The
concept of passing is complex and contested; it relies on gender normative
notions of binary gender, reified through aesthetics and practices, and it is
not, therefore, important to all people who identify as trans (Bornstein, 2016).
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Jim had a mixed heritage (his mother was white British, and his father was
Indian) and Jim’s abuse narrative illuminated the intersection of gender, sexuality and ethnicity. Prior to coming out as trans Jim had identified as a butch
lesbian, but after disclosing, he moved towards more masculine aesthetics, using hairstyle and dress to signify his masculine identity. Jim described how Julie
would highlight this relative to his cultural background and family dynamic:
She’d say ‘are you doing this to further piss your dad off. His good Indian daughter, turns out to be a lesbian, and now you’re wanting to
look like a man, like his son?’ And saying that my dad would reject me,
and our community would too […] She used my mental health. I’d been
depressed for a while. She said it was that […] and that I’d made myself
depressed thinking I was a man, when clearly, I was a woman.
In this narrative, Jim depicts the multi-layering of identity abuse by referencing his trans identity, sexuality, mental health status and cultural background.
In a systematic literature review of IPV in ethnic minority LGBT populations,
Carolyn West (2012) highlighted the higher rates of IPV for same-sex couples,
but concurrently exposed the overwhelming knowledge gap concerning ethnic minority trans people in this regard. The relationship between identity
abuse and IPV is evident in these narratives in which abusers draw on ethnic
identity, health-related aspects of a person and gender normative markers
associated with masculinity/femininity (contrasting being ‘pretty’ with being
a ‘boy’) in combination with trans masculinity and male identity (Woulfe &
Goodman, 2018). For both Jim and Mo, the impact and frequency of misgendering (Jim described his experience as occurring ‘almost daily’) led to
negative affect; feelings of belittlement, alienation and invalidation.

Cisgenderism in pathologising practices
Pathologising, as a form of cisgenderism, refers to the process of constructing or treating a person’s gender, body and experiences associated with their
gender and body as disordered (Riggs et al., 2015). Pathologising is evident
in trans-related discourse and operates in terminology that is grounded in
a medical discourse which characterises people’s identity and status using
negative classifications such as gender identity disorder and gender dysphoria. This terminology and pathologising actions can result in stigma and
marginalisation. Sam (46 years old, trans man) was single after leaving his
partner, John, one year into his transition. Sam and John lived together for
the most part of 22 years when Sam disclosed his trans identity. When they
met Sam was 18 years old and John was 33. Sam said:
John was older than me and I looked up to him […] I didn’t have a
great childhood. I grew up in [public] care in foster homes and then a
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children’s home […] With him, I got a, you know, sense of being in a
family […] I’d never felt that I belonged; that I was part of anything.
Sam described John’s initial reaction to his disclosure as trans as one of
suspicion, accusing Sam of infidelity, naming one of Sam’s work colleagues.
Sam worked at the local swimming baths whereas John was home alone
most days, unable to work having endured a back injury in his former employment. Sam said:
We had close gay friends and I thought he’d understand or try to be
open to it. Not at first, maybe, but once he had his head round it. But
John couldn’t get his head round it. In the first few months he kept telling me to get to the doctors and that I obviously had something wrong
with my head. I told him something had always been wrong. I always
hated my body. He knew that. So, then he said that I was mentally ill
and that hating my body was part of it. We hadn’t had sex for about two
years, and he brought that up and said it was my fault because of my
body. He used it all against me.
Aiden (aged 23 years, trans man/queer) articulated a similar experience with
his ex-partner Chrissy who used psychological abuse, using a pathologising
narrative, with physical violence. Aiden described the last time this occurred:
We’d been out drinking and when we got home, Chrissy started again.
Saying the doctor was right I had a gender disease, a gender disorder. I was
ill basically. I kind of sighed and said: ‘not again please’. That triggered her
and she threw a cup at me. Then she just went for me. Hitting me. I was
curled up on the couch. She stopped and left. She went and packed her bag
and went. That was it. I was upset but felt OK. Actually, I felt relieved.
Both Aiden and Sam describe the ways in which their partners used a pathologising narrative to belittle and demean. To understand this, it is useful
to apply a lens of cisgenderism as prejudicial attitudes contribute to unequal
gender relations which, in turn, undergirds a gender hierarchy (Connell,
2005; Stryker & Aizura, 2013). This operates to position trans-identified
people as abnormal and as other (Serano, 2016; Stryker & Aizura, 2013). Julia
Serano (2016) further contends that this hierarchy sustains cisgender privilege (the power and privilege that cisgender people enjoy over trans people
due to the influence and workings of gender normativity). It is important to
note that when applied in isolation the notion of cisgender privilege erases
other differences in power and privilege that might be relevant; those power
differences pertaining to lesbian women in contrast to heterosexual men for
example. Notwithstanding, Serano argues that the operation of gender normativity and cisgender privilege shapes these beliefs and attitudes towards
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trans people. Kate Bornstein (2016) argues for removing the categories of
men/masculine and women/feminine in the quest for trans people’s acceptance and the elimination of prejudice resulting in a dismantling of this hierarchy and its associated gender boundaries.
Another impact of cisgenderism concerns the ways in which trans people
can be invisible within dominant discourses; a phenomenon I explored in
my study on IPV and family violence (Rogers, 2016a, 2017). Serano (2016,
p. 189) designates this form and outcome of cisgenderism as ‘trans-erasure’
which results in a knowledge gap in relation to the specificity of trans people’s subjective experiences. Both Sam and Aiden described the impact of
pathologising, as producing experiences of self-blame and shame in relation
to their trans identity. Both believed that their partners were motivated to
(unsuccessfully) prevent them from expressing their gender identity, an intended outcome of trans-erasure (Serano, 2016).

Embodiment and identity abuse
An embodiment perspective conceptualises the body simultaneously as a
physical entity and as produced through socio-cultural processes (Pilcher &
Whelehan, 2017). Gendered embodiment highlights the way in which gendered practices are understood and recognised as ‘doing gender’ (West &
Zimmerman, 2009). Within trans narratives, both the body and embodiment
feature prominently to signify the accomplishment of a gendered self, albeit
in diverse ways. In the narrative of Max (25 years old, trans mans*/femme),
the themes of embodiment and bodily aesthetics were illuminated early in
his articulation of being trans when noting that ‘I struggle to not compare
my body in an unfavourable way to the bodies of cis men’. Max depicted the
reaction of his female partner when he disclosed his trans identity:
I was in a relationship when I came out as trans*. My partner at the
time was honest with me about the fact that she doesn’t feel as safe
around men or around ‘male’ bodies, and that she may no longer feel
safe around me as my physical transition progressed. This fed in to my
already existing fear that my masculinity may be experienced as dominating or intimidating by my partner.
The response of Max’s partner invokes the large body of literature pertaining to men’s behaviours and women’s experiences of them in terms of domestic and sexual violence which signifies the effects of hegemonic masculinity
and norms (Connell, 2005). Reflecting a dominant gender norm pertaining
to size and male physicality attached to notions of hegemonic masculinity,
Max added that ‘it’s ironic as I was so far from presenting as male at the
time’. He described his physical presentation as ‘small, and femme’. Max interpreted his experience as abusive describing how his partner used coercive
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control, a form of IPV (Stark, 2007), to stall Max’s transition by drawing on
discourses about masculinity and masculine bodies as posing a threat to
women’s safety and well-being. There were times when Max suspected that
his partner was hiding or removing signifiers that Max relied on to express
aspects of his masculinity (‘my favourite shirt went missing’) although Max
added ‘I held back on expressing my masculinity around her, because I was
afraid it would be triggering for her’.
Max experienced coercive control throughout the remainder of the relationship concluding that ‘for this and other reasons our relationship did not
survive my transition’. The experience had lasting impacts however, as Max
explained:
Dating and hooking up is a whole other issue […] The main issue for me
is disclosure. It’s hard to know how safe it is to come out to someone […]
I’ve been worried that they would misgender my body, and not treat me
as male, which I would find deeply traumatising. Regarding the people
who have wanted to have sex with me without knowing that I’m trans*,
I haven’t considered going for that option because I am fearful of the
negative and potentially violent and/or abusive reactions I may experience when the person finds out I’m trans*.
In the months before their separation, Sam’s experience of IPV also focused
on his body and embodiment. Sam said:
We were sat watching TV. John turned and grabbed my shirt and, right
in my face, shouted ‘you’ll never do it. You’re not a man. I’m a real man.
You’re a fucking woman, [Samantha]. You will always be a woman.
A woman with a vagina to have sex like a man and woman should…
You can wear what you like, talk like a man. You will ALWAYS BE
A WOMAN’. His face was so close to mine. I thought he was going
to attack me, you know, sexually. I really got scared. He got up, didn’t
even look at me, and went upstairs. It came from nowhere. I was utterly
shocked. So shocked, I couldn’t speak.
An analysis of John’s behaviour may invoke the workings of gender normativity through his rejection of Sam’s male identity, contrasting it with his
female sexed body, or it may suggest that John was struggling with his own
identity as a heterosexual man whose partner was transitioning into a man
in a society where homophobia and transphobia persist.

Conclusion
There is a scant body of work that reports LGBT populations and the phenomenon of IPV, but research does indicate that individuals are at a high
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risk of victimisation and trans people may be at even higher risk than their
cisgender LGB peers (Langenderfer-Magruder et al., 2016; Valentine et al.,
2017). This chapter has added to the emerging literature on this topic, and it
has addressed additional, enduring gaps in the global literature (particularly
in masculinity studies) by centring the oft-neglected voices of trans masculine people. The chapter starts by setting out the theoretical and conceptual
frameworks which can be utilised to examine IPV and trans populations.
Then, supported by empirical data, these frameworks, which articulate gender normativity and cisgenderism, underscore the ways in which prejudicial
ideologies and concepts inform an analysis of intimate partner violence as experienced by trans men. In this way, the analysis provided in this chapter contributes to IPV and masculinity studies empirically and theoretically. It does
so by extending dominant knowledge and research which typically draws
on gender normative concepts and theorising (exploring power and control
within the context of heterosexual men’s violence perpetrated towards heterosexual women) and which typically neglect’s men’s experiences of IPV. Specifically, the analysis tends to the gap in violence studies from a trans perspective
and illustrates the value of applying gender normativity and cisgenderism as
theoretical concepts. Ultimately, however, this chapter underlines the need
for further research to understanding the intersection of IPV and trans populations in general and from a trans masculine perspective in particular.
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Chapter 9

Male victims of violence and
men’s rights struggles
A perfect match?
Margunn Bjørnholt and Monika Grønli Rosten

Introduction
In May 2018, the first women’s shelter in Norway celebrated its 40th anniversary with a festive event opened by the King of Norway and attended by two
ministers and the Mayor of Oslo. The occasion included a seminar on the
history of the shelter movement, celebrating its pioneers and achievements.
In the afternoon, the chairperson of Reform, a government-funded charity
focusing on men’s issues, published a blog entry where he described how he
had left the event at lunch: ‘I did it because I had had more than enough, and
in increasing surprise, yes anger, that in this assembly my own sex was only
assigned one single characteristic; as a perpetrator’ (Saastad, 2018).
Objecting to men being cast as perpetrators, he lamented the lack of attention to male victims of intimate partner violence (IPV), thus insisting on
the central role of male victims in the contemporary struggles over IPV and
gender in Norway. The fact that the chairperson of an organisation that
is generally seen as profeminist among those focusing on men’s issues in
Norway, got angry on behalf of his sex, is indicative of the affective climate
within which the politicisation of male victims of IPV is taking place.
Male victims hold an ambiguous position in feminist research and in
theorisations of IPV, including in critical studies of men and masculinities.
This is due to the ways in which male victims of violence are framed in
intertwined academic and political struggles over gendered patterns of victimisation. Studies on male victims of violence often address men’s identity
work related to balancing victimhood and masculinity (Allen-Collinson,
2009; Venäläinen, 2019). The growing academic interest in female perpetrated violence and male victims of violence by female partners is paralleled by claims of male victimisation as part of a growing antifeminist
movement (Venäläinen, 2019). Research on male victims of IPV tend to fall
into two different strands; one which empirically problematises the male
victim position (Nybergh, Enander & Krantz, 2016; Williamson, Morgan
& Hester, 2017) and the other focuses on men as hidden and misrecognised
victims (Corbally, 2015; Kestell, 2019; Migliaccio, 2002). These two strands
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represent both the research field’s ‘master narrative’ of gendered violence
and the ‘counter narrative’ insisting that men can be victims too (Bamberg
& Andrews, 2004). The aim of this chapter is to move beyond these two
perspectives, as we explore the intersection between male victims’ personal
narratives and the general narrative framing of male victimisation by men’s
rights activists (MRAs) and men’s rights organisations (MROs). How could
we understand and take seriously the experiences of individual male victims
of IPV in this contemporary politicised context? Is it possible to do so without becoming part of the ongoing masculinist contestation of gendered patterns of privilege and disadvantage, including the struggle over the position
of the IPV victim? We discuss this problem by studying the intersection of
male victims’ personal narratives and masculinist politics, and by analysing
how the narrative framing and affective community offered by a masculinist and anti-feminist MRO works for individual male victims of IPV.
The analysis will shed light on the meeting between men’s personal stories
of victimisation and masculinist policies. In doing so, it highlights the ambiguities between MRO’s mobilisation of collective emotions by bolstering
an antifeminist narrative, and individual men’s personal pain. The analysis thus serves to broaden our knowledge of the complex relations between
masculinist policies and individual victim’s feelings, allowing us to recognise the personal suffering of individual male victims, while at the same
time challenging the masculinist politicisation of these feelings.

Masculinity politics, emotions and
male violence victims
The politicisation of IPV by MROs was formed in opposition to the feminist
framing of violence as a gendered phenomenon, that is, as ‘violence against
women’ or ‘men’s violence to known women’ (Hearn, 1998, p. 17). In Norway, the framing of IPV by organisations focusing on men has shifted over
the years. Ten years ago, the Norwegian men’s movement was split between
those that focused on men as perpetrators of violence and those organisations that dismissed IPV as false allegations against men and as part of
a larger feminist attack on men (Bjørnholt, 2007). In recent years, the focus has shifted towards the recognition of men as victims of violence, both
among profeminist and more antifeminist organisations. This struggle for
the acceptance of men as victims of IPV is conflated and intertwined with
struggles for fathers’ rights.
Norway is considered one of the most gender-equal countries in the world.
This egalitarian context represents a particular context for male victims of
IPV. As part of a gender-neutral principle of gender equality, certain rights
have also been extended to men. This is the case for male victims of IPV:
with the Norwegian Gender-Neutral Shelter Act passed in 2010, the provision
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of shelter services to both women and men became a municipal responsibility. The law and the process leading to it have been criticised by feminists
(Hennum, 2010; Laugerud, 2014), but it has also been argued that it balances
the rights of women and men exposed to violence, and those of children
accompanying a parent to a shelter (Hellum, 2016). The gender-neutral terminology and legislation, as well as the provision of shelter services for men
can be regarded as institutional expressions of the legal and social recognition of men as victims of IPV in Norway. There is also considerable political goodwill for organisations working with male victims, including MROs,
several of which receive substantial public funding. MRAs and MROs have
been influential in shaping family law in Norway since the 1970s, and, to a
large extent, they have been seen by policy makers as allies in the struggle for
gender equality; an alliance that has been described as ‘state masculinism’
(Bjørnholt, 2007).
Recently, there has been a rise in antifeminist mobilisation in Norway –
mirroring international developments (Anderson, 2014; Boyd & Sheehy, 2016;
Jordan, 2016; Mellström, 2016; see also Blais, this volume) – spanning from
organisations and lobby groups, to looser groups on social media (Dragiewicz & Burgess, 2016; Dupuis- Déri, 2016). This is an important context for
the contemporary politicisation of male victims of IPV and the increasing
claims of male victimisation (Venäläinen, 2019). The rise of antifeminism
in Western societies is part of a general polarisation of public discourse, an
anti-liberal turn which is an amalgam of misogyny, homophobia, xenophobia and anti-gender fundamentalism (Kováts & Põim, 2015).
In line with this general pattern, and in the particular context of genderneutral national legislation and international antifeminist mobilisation,
Norwegian MROs offer a particular framing of the experiences of its members. Men are seen as subjected to discrimination, in particular as fathers
and victims of IPV, but also, more generally, by a society where gender
equality is argued to have gone too far and where public institutions of a
female-dominated welfare state are seen as a resource that manipulative
women can use against men. A ‘master narrative’ frames how narrators construct their stories in a given society and function as the backdrop against
which a ‘counter narrative’ can be drawn up (Bamberg & Andrews, 2004,
p. 359). In this sense, MROs offer an alternative to the prevailing narrative
of women as victims and men as perpetrators. For MRO members, aligning with the MRO’s master narrative when presenting an individual story
of victimisation becomes an important determinant of support. Nonalignment with the master narrative when presenting any story of victimisation
might lead to disbelief and stigmatisation (Polletta, 2009). This relates to a
general cultural logic where victimhood is constructed as part of political
claims-making strategies wherein individuals are presented as ‘ideal victims’ (Christie, 1986) or ‘morally good people, (who) are greatly harmed
through no fault of their own’ (Loseke, 2017, p. 79). Presenting men exposed
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to IPV, and men in general, as ideal victims, is however not an easy task, as
we discuss in the following section.
Emotions such as anger are pivotal in political struggles, including in
contemporary men’s rights activism, as has been poignantly captured in
Michael Kimmel’s book Angry White Men (2013). This anger is seen as
partly being produced by the more or less deliberate channelling of individual men’s feelings of vulnerability, grief and sadness into political rage, as
exemplified by Kimmel, who analyses men calling in to an American rightwing radio talk show. He argues that ‘What starts as sadness, anxiety, grief,
worry is carefully manipulated into political rage’ (p. 32). Todd Reeser and
Lucas Gottzén (2018), reflecting on Kimmel’s example, point out that we
also need to look beyond the individual man and the specific context, in this
case the radio show. They posit that ‘affect may not simply come from that
man calling in to the radio show or it may not just belong to that individual
man, but rather it may be circulating through culture in difficult-to-locate
ways’ (p. 150).
Notions of critique and justice spring from, and are structured around,
passionate experiences of anger (Fisher, 2002). Fostering collective anger by
linking it to perceived injustices is central in political struggles as it forms
affective collectivities. Jonas Bens and colleagues (2019) argue that ‘outrage
features as a moral emotion, affectively driving the individual from her or
his personal emotion of injury to a morally grounded activity together with
others who feel and think alike’ (p. 56). However, outrage is not only used
in the struggles for justice and freedom, but the same intensity can be observed in ‘networks of outrage’ (Castells, 2012) on the far right, and, we will
argue, in misogynistic antifeminist groups. According to Jonathan Allan
(2016), MRAs’ use of affect serves a strategic and political function in that
the strength of affective utterances means that they cannot be denied, since
they are by definition wholly subjective and therefore cannot be questioned:
‘If men are victims and if men feel bad, we cannot deny the state of victimhood nor the negative affect, so they believe. It is for this reason that men’s
rights activists have “feelings”’ (p. 36).
However, expressing anger also risks compromising legitimacy. Amia
Srinivasan (2018) discusses the normative conflicts related to individual and
collective expressions of anger as a response to a perceived injustice. Using
the example of the American civil rights movement she shows how members
of social movements have the choice of cultivating anger against a perceived
injustice or engaging in less confrontational strategies as political drivers
for change. In the following, we grapple with the fraught terrain between
personal experiences of victimisation and political claims-making, and the
difficulties of politicising personal experiences of victimisation and collective claims of injustice against men as an oppressed group. We focus, not
on the strategic and political uses of personal feelings by MROs, but rather
turn our attention to the personal level.
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Method
This chapter draws on 13 qualitative interviews with male victims of IPV.
Informants were recruited via social media and a large advertisement in an
evening newspaper. Four men were recruited through Norwegian MROs.
This chapter draws on the latter subsample recruited through a Norwegian MRO. These informants’ stories share some commonalities, while
they also differ in important ways. All four informants reported physical
violence from their female ex-partners. All four had also been accused of
being violent themselves, and they had all been involved in struggles over
custody and visiting arrangements, which is similar to the findings of other
studies of male victims of IPV (Nybergh, Enander & Krantz, 2016; Venäläinen, 2019). Among these four we have chosen two cases to illustrate how the
framing and affective community offered by the MRO was both helpful and
troubling for the men. These two cases were selected, as they are the clearest
cases of men having been exposed to IPV.

Male victims engaging with
men’s rights organisations
What happens to the individual male victim of IPV becoming part of an
MRO? How do individual victims’ personal narratives fit or not fit with the
MRO master narrative of discrimination against men in Norwegian society, and how does this framing affect the individual male victim of IPV?
The two informants, whom we will call Thomas (36 years of age) and Arild
(51 years of age), described how they had been exposed to severe physical
and psychological abuse from their ex-partners, while also being accused
of being the violent ones in their relationships. A major difference between
their stories is that Thomas lost custody, while Arild received full parental
custody of his child. First, we discuss Thomas, whose story could be said to
be a perfect match with the organisation’s master narrative of men’s victimisation in Norwegian society. We then present Arild’s story, who we argue is
a mismatched victim in the context of the organisation.

A perfect match
Thomas describes his ex-partner Linda as an extremely jealous, aggressive
and physically violent woman. Early on in their relationship he attempted
to leave her, but he claims she made him stay by first faking a pregnancy
and then by becoming pregnant. However, before their child was one year
old, Thomas had contacted the shelter several times, where he was strongly
advised to leave her.
They said we had to react quickly before the mother started ‘spinning’.
That’s what they called it. Before the mother begins to say ‘no, he is
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the one who is violent’. Because if she starts spinning [they said] then
the child will quickly be trapped with the violent [parent]. They really
understood the dynamics of violence and such things. It’s the first time
I’ve talked to someone who somehow understood the feelings, how it
was for me.
As we understand him, Thomas felt that the shelter recognised his entitlement to a victim position within the logic of gender equality. However, when
he finally managed to leave Linda, Thomas decided to file charges against
her, he had to struggle to be taken seriously by the police. She retaliated by
accusing him of violence, and he was given a restraining order, which he
found upsetting and scary. In Thomas’ view, he was not taken seriously as a
victim, due to gender stereotypes. He portrayed his ex-partner as ‘manipulative’, ‘cruel’ and ‘selfish’, and her behaviour as strategic.
It has been very easy for her to get sympathy and it has been easy for
her to place herself in a victim role and get lots of services for free, to
get people to do things for her. That’s what she does. She lays down and
screams until someone just comes and gets it done.
Thomas felt that the police, the child protection services and other services
made their decision based on Linda’s version alone, without even bothering
to meet him. The court gave Linda full custody of their child. In his view, it
was due to gender bias and because she knew how to manipulate the welfare
professionals. Thomas ended up having very limited contact with his child,
which he argued was a consequence of him being scared and unable to confront his ex-partner and ‘the system’.
Thomas unambiguously positioned himself as the victim in his story,
both in the relationship with his ex-partner and in regard to the welfare
services: ‘As a man in that system, you don’t have a chance’, he explained.
At the time when he got involved with the MRO, he felt like a broken man,
desperately wanting to spend time with his child. He found great support
in the community, and his involvement in the organisation was a political
eye-opener, making him understand his circumstances as part of a general
pattern of discrimination against men. Social media is an increasingly important outlet for masculinist groups (Gotell & Dutton, 2016) and may be a
way to create community through ‘networks of outrage’ (Castells, 2012). On
the organisation’s Facebook page, Thomas learned about numerous tragic
stories of fathers who suffered, which made him increasingly angry. He directed this anger at the services and systems that he argued rendered men
invisible as victims, in line with the organisation’s narrative framing of his
situation. In the process of fitting with the MRO’s master narrative, his initial positive experience with the shelter was rendered irrelevant. Focusing
on the negative experiences with other actors at a later stage, and the sad
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outcome, he aligned with the master narrative of discrimination and gender
bias against men in a ‘system’ that is rigged in favour of violent and manipulative women.
We know from similar research with male victims of IPV that nonconditional recognition as a victim can be hard to achieve (see Hines, Brown
& Dunning, 2007; Kestell, 2019). Accordingly, in our reading of Thomas’
story, his suffering is twofold: firstly, his story speaks about the pain and
despair arising from being a victim of IPV and secondly it describes the pain
and despair of being a male victim of a welfare and judicial system that he
believes can easily be manipulated by women. This reasoning also has some
academic leverage in what Melissa Corbally (2015, p. 3117) calls ‘second
wave abuse’, namely the violent female partner’s use of the gender bias in
society against male victims of IPV to target partner (see also Lien & Lorentzen, 2019 for a similar analysis in a Norwegian context).
Thomas’ hurtful experiences, both from IPV and from not being recognised as a victim by the police, thus became politicised through his engagement with the MRO. In the process, his experience was also adapted to the
organisation’s master narrative of discrimination against men in Norwegian
society. The MRO welcomed Thomas as a male victim, and as part of men
as an oppressed group in a society that favours women in the name of gender
equality. He was often told by other members of the organisation that ‘it
doesn’t really matter what you do, the mother wins either way’, a narrative
that resonated well with Thomas’ experiences of being denied contact with
his son.
Nevertheless, despite the supportive ambiance of this community, Thomas
soon found that their collective anger and the emotional intensity it spurred
were too much for him to handle. When asked about why he recently decided to disengage from the social media of the organisation, Thomas said
that preparing himself for the research interview had opened his eyes to how
angry and bitter they all had become.
I have withdrawn a bit lately; it became too awful. I used to go to meetings and stuff – I’ve heard enough, I get the picture, their stories are
very similar. Those who write things there [on the organisation’s social
media], many of them seem are so angry. But it is bottomless despair,
really. Maybe it turns into anger, but it is powerlessness and desperation
and serious violation that they have experienced. And maybe they were
not like that to begin with. As time goes by, they end up like that.
Thomas described the MRO as a community of ‘angry and bitter men’, while
at the same time arguing that this anger was a proper response to the injustice
inflicted on them by female ex-partners and a system that favours women.
But Thomas seemed to be asking himself what if this collective anger could
be contagious and counterproductive on a personal level, adding to their
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initial burden rather than replacing it? The emotional cost made it impossible for him to move on, as he felt trapped in a pain that he experienced both
individually and as part of a group of people with similar experiences.
The dialectic between individual and collective pain and anger played out
in the interview itself, where Thomas seemed to struggle with suppressing
his anger, seemingly in order to be able to communicate his pain in what he
thought would be more ‘sympathetic’ ways: ‘Yes, I too will become like that
if I continue there (with them). I just have to […] even this conversation …’.
He said this with his voice shaking, he sighed and was unable to continue.
This reflection on how he became someone he did not want to be by moving
into rage aptly demonstrates Sara Ahmed’s (2004) argument of how affect
shapes not only its object but also its subject. By moving into this feeling, he
became ‘the angry man’ he did not want to be.

The mismatched victim
Arild described how his ex-wife Oksana used severe violence against him,
including throwing furniture at him, cutting him with a kitchen knife and
threatening his life. At one point, Oksana fled with their two-year-old son
to the women’s shelter, claiming that Arild had abused them. Arild told the
child welfare services and the social workers at the shelter that his wife was
mentally unstable and in need of help, and that he feared that their son
would become traumatised from spending time alone with her. Later, when
his ex-wife filed for custody, he also tried to ‘talk sense’ to her lawyer, with
the support of his own lawyer.
We tried to tell her lawyer that this is a person who has huge problems
and the dumbest thing you could to is to take this through the judiciary.
Because it will only totally ruin the mother. But it just did not work out.
And then you get into a situation that forces you to crush the one you’ve
been fond of. Because that’s how that system works.
The result of him ‘crushing’ her through his testimony, aided by expert witnesses and that she also made ‘a fool of herself’, was that Arild was seen as
both an IPV victim and the most suitable parent. Consequently, he received
full custody of his son. Eight years later, at the time of the interview, Oksana had limited contact with their child, as the court had found her ‘unfit,
unstable and potentially dangerous’ as a mother. Arild found this outcome
sad and problematic, and he blamed the shelter for not having provided adequate help to his ex-wife and son at the time.
If the mother had gotten the right kind of help, it would not have been
the way it is today. For my part, I want to say that I ended up as the big
winner, having the child all the time and so forth. But that was not what
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I had in mind. I did not want to expose her. I’d rather say: why didn’t she
get the right kind of help?
According to Arild, the custody case led to changes in shelter procedures so
that they now routinely inform the child protection services when a parent
takes a child to their facilities. A few years later the gender-neutral shelter
law was passed, rendering services accessible also to battered men. In this
sense Arild’s story is a narrative about positive systemic change both from a
child’s perspective and that of male victims.
Several years after these events, Arild came in contact with the MRO.
He found it interesting to learn about other men’s challenges on their social
media platforms, and that the MRO seemed to provide a sense of belonging
and peer support for men who had experiences of false accusations from a
female ex-partner. But Arild soon also learned that his ‘success-story’ and
his more nuanced arguments and ways of seeing were not always well received: ‘I felt that sometimes, it did not fit in there. My answers did not fit
with their ideology’ [that mothers always get custody].
As Arild felt that he had been listened to and trusted as a well-intentioned
father in court, he had trust in the legal institutions. He also expressed a
more general confidence in the child protection services, the police and even
the shelter – at least after the new shelter act was passed. His experiences
of winning custody and causing systemic change did not fit well with the
MRO master narrative, which in Arild’s view was based on the idea of men
and fathers as a discriminated group in a country where the legal system
and the welfare services are part of a feminist conspiracy against men. He
found that the MRO and its participants tended to ‘pour gasoline instead
of water on the fire’ and he thought that this did not necessarily contribute
positively to their own cases. He saw the organisation as uncompromising
and too focused on principles of numerical justice, such as equally shared
physical custody, rather than working for solutions ‘that everyone can live
with’. In particular, he was critical of what he saw as a general hostility in
the organisation towards women, and mothers in particular.
In that group, they constantly talk about how awful mothers are. All
you see is the other, but you also need to consider your own role in the
conflict. If you find yourself in such a difficult situation, taking to the
streets yelling and screaming for fathers’ rights might make you feel
better. But it doesn’t solve your problem. Maybe you will find that the
wound gets even bigger that way.
Arild’s position is a version of what Srinivasan (2018) refers to as ‘counterproductivity critique’, calling for his fellow activists not to linger in the past
and nurture their anger, but rather to deal with their own situation in more
prudent and ‘constructive’ ways. Expressing collective anger, blaming ‘all
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women’ and ‘pouring gasoline instead of water on the fire’, is unproductive
in Arild’s eyes, even if the anger expressed by the organisation on behalf of
offended individuals might be a proper and legitimate response to injustice
at an individual level. Arild also found that the MRO’s collective outrage
misdirected, towards a grand state feminist conspiracy, rather than towards
a welfare system that may be flawed. For Arild, it was not the expression of
collective anger in itself, but rather the antagonism and one-sidedness of
this anger that made him turn away from the organisation.
Unlike Thomas, who was offered help by the shelter, Arild started out
feeling discriminated as a man. He felt that the shelter acted unilaterally on
his wife’s story and would not listen to his concerns for her mental health
and its impact on their son. In his view, this happened simply because he
was a man, the stereotypical IPV perpetrator, and she was a woman, the
ideal IPV victim. At that point in his life, he had not yet found a community
presenting a master narrative of male victimisation that resonated with his
situation. When he found it, years later, Arild did not identify as a victim.
Even if his ex-wife may have used severe violence and also made serious
false accusations against him, he ascribed this to her mental illness, and he
saw her as the real victim and felt sorry for her. This reasoning resembles
that of other victims of IPV, who have been found to show considerable
empathy for perpetrators who they perceive as being ill or otherwise in
marginal and difficult positions (Bjørnholt & Helseth, 2019; Donovan &
Hester, 2014).
Not only was Arild’s story a mismatch with the MRO master narrative;
the emotional intensity of the MRO was also a mismatch with Arild’s own
feelings at the time. He did not seek recognition as a victim, nor did he harbour pain that could be ‘translated’ to anger, nor mobilised politically. Notably, both Thomas and Arild were negatively affected by the atmosphere of
resentment in the MRO.

Discussion
Through the analysis of male victims of IPV and their dealings with an
MRO, we conclude that the politicisation of the personal in these cases reveals several inconsistencies between the personal and the collective. An
organisation’s communicative strategy to improve the positions of the members as perceived victims may force the victims to conform to the specific
framing in order to receive support (Pemberton, Aarten & Mulder, 2019).
Stories that challenge the master narrative offered in the organisation, like
Arild’s, are therefore not welcomed. His experiences with the MRO were
flavoured by the disjunction between his story and his feelings, the MRO’s
master narrative and the affective intensity in this collective, and by the fact
that he refused to embrace a victim position, thus ignoring an important
prerequisite for inclusion within the MRO.
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In order to understand male IPV victims’ engagement with MROs, it is
not enough to address the compatibility of personal stories and the narrative framing offered by the organisation. We also have to consider the
timing. Arild, who felt he had managed quite well, against all odds, was
alienated by the intensity of the victimisation discourse and the conspiratorial anger expressed by the MROs. In contrast, Thomas, who entered the
organisation as a broken and traumatised man, first got heavily involved in
the organisation’s activities on social media, but he disengaged from it due
to the emotional toll it took.
While Kimmel (2013) argues that the interaction with the radio host
‘channels’ the callers’ pain into anger, we have shown that the encounter
between individual male victims and MROs is more of a dialectic process,
where the political rage and the personal pain become intertwined and may
be mutually intensifying. Thomas, whose narrative was a perfect match
with that of the MRO, could not carry the weight of the collective rage and
conspiracy theories in the MRO, as he felt that he, too, was transmogrified
into one of those angry and bitter men, without finding a way to deal with
his pain. Rather than ‘channelling’ his painful personal experiences into
political action, Thomas felt stuck with the cumulative reinforcement of
collective anger and personal pain, unable to find a way to move on. In
this sense what at first glance may appear as a perfect match between a
frustrated man embracing a victim position, and the MRO claiming victimhood on behalf of his kind, his participation in this affective community mobilising outrage against a perceived injustice, did not transform or
‘channel’ the pain into political engagement. Neither did he feel energised
by being part of this community of outrage. In contrast, for him personally,
the collective pain and the negative affective atmosphere augmented his
personal pain.
Finally, claiming victimhood at an individual level may be compromised
when it becomes co-opted by a political movement constructing men as a
discriminated group and aligned with a group that comes across as aggressive, misogynist and conspiratorial. Arild felt he had been ‘soiled’ through
his interaction with the MRO, and both Thomas and Arild addressed this
collective expression of anger and the MRO’s one-sidedness as a serious obstacle to what they saw as the ‘legitimate cause’; namely, drawing public
attention to men as misrecognised victims in society. This disjuncture between the personal and the political may compromise individual victims’
legitimate claims to the victim position, and thus cause additional harm and
distress for male victims of IPV.
As our analysis has shown, involvement in an MRO turned out to be a
rather distressing and counterproductive experience for the individual male
victims of IPV in this study. However, we cannot exclude that, for others,
being part of a collective of outrage may be rewarding and energising. Further, on a political level, we should be cautious to jump to the conclusion
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that policies of resentment, pursued by MROs, are counterproductive in
obtaining their political goals. MROs have gained considerable leverage in
politics by drawing attention to men’s pain, and the combination of IPV and
custody struggles can be seen as a particularly potent mix in contemporary
masculinity politics. Hence, we need to further explore the dynamics of affective politics of masculinity as potential drivers for social change.
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Chapter 10

Considering ‘treatment’
and gender in programmes
for intimate partner
violence perpetrators
Marianne Hester and Chris Newman

This chapter explores the notion of ‘treatment’ in relation to programmes for
men who are violent to their female partners, and the tensions this exposes
with regard to the gendering of violence. Although traditionally used within
the medical field to refer to remedies to improve the health of patients suffering disease or injury, the word ‘treatment’ has increasingly been used to
describe how we deal with and intervene in social problems. While originating from, and largely situated within, a generally ‘corrective’ crime-related
framework, perpetrator programmes at the same time exemplify the shift
towards more medicalised and individualised models of crime and social
control, as documented by, for instance, Irving Kenneth Zola (1972), Michel
Foucault (1979) or David Garland (1990). In some ways, these shifts toward
more individualised notions are also reflected in parallel discussions regarding masculinities and IPV. This chapter looks at the development and
location of perpetrator programmes in these shifting discourses, raising
questions about the ‘theory of change’ underpinning such programmes.1

Introduction
Since the 1980s, work with intimate partner violence (IPV) perpetrators,
to change their behaviour, has increasingly become recognised as a key element of IPV support services, initially in the US and the UK and more
recently in other parts of Europe (Hester & Lilley, 2014). For instance, the
Council of Europe Convention on Preventing and Combating Violence
Against Women and IPV (the so-called ‘Istanbul Convention’, 2011) states
that perpetrator programmes are ‘important elements of an integrated and
comprehensive approach to preventing and combating violence against
women, which, in turn, should be part of a comprehensive national policy or
strategy’ (Hester & Lilley, 2014, p. 5), and Article 16 of the Convention outlines this work. The European Network on Work with Perpetrators (WWP
EN), the umbrella organisation for practitioners, suggests that work with
male perpetrators of IPV can contribute to a wider process of cultural and
political change towards abolishing gender hierarchies, gendered violence
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and gender discrimination, as well as other forms of personal and structural
violence and discrimination.2
However, over the years there has also been concern and criticism from
the feminist and women’s IPV support sector regarding work with IPV perpetrators. These concerns have not necessarily abated, seemingly for good
reason. Some of the early concerns raised by feminists in the UK and elsewhere were that programmes for IPV perpetrators would be used as a diversion from criminal justice sanctions, and thus encourage impunity. It was
felt that diversion to programmes would only further the types of gendered
dynamics whereby men in criminal justice settings may minimise their
actions and consequently minimise their own responsibility. As William
DeLeon-Granados, William Wellsa and Ruddyard Binsbacher (2006) suggest based on their research on IPV perpetrators and the US criminal justice
system, ‘Batterers work to manipulate the system not only to protect themselves from punishment but also as a way to maintain positions of power in
their intimate relationships’ (p. 361).
A further concern has been the increasing emphasis on gender-neutral
policies and calls of ‘what about men’ (Eaton, 2018), as well as wider resistance to the feminist gains in countering gender-based violence. Another concern from feminists and the women’s support services has been that scarce
resources and funding would be provided for perpetrator programmes to the
detriment of support and empowerment work for survivors. This concern
has arisen within the context of neoliberal ‘reduction of the state’ approaches
and associated policies of austerity, which have resulted in especially negative consequences for women and on the work to tackle IPV and other
gender-based violence (Walby, 2015). In an attempt to mitigate the consequent tensions that might arise between the women’s support and perpetrator programme sectors, WWP EN has issued guidelines in recognition of the
problems:
WWP EN supports non-competition for funds, however, given that the
problem of gender-based violence is at epidemic proportions, the stakeholders working against this violence are many and that the funding
awarded is not nearly adequate, this will set up dynamics that contribute to services being forced into competition for funding. WWP EN
believes that there should be the provision of more funding with a focus
on integrated approaches to certain standards, so that this community
response can include perpetrator work.3
In the remainder of this chapter, we want to explore some of the wider notions and discourses within which these concerns regarding work with IPV
perpetrators are situated. The chapter explores in particular the shift towards a focus on the individual and greater emphasis on individual psychological approaches both more generally and in work with IPV perpetrators,

142

Marianne Hester and Chris Newman

which have created tensions and potential displacement of understandings
of IPV as part of social and structured patriarchal relations.

From punishment to treatment
Rehabilitative work with male perpetrators was originally developed based
on feminist theories of IPV – where it is understood that men use violence
and aggression to dominate and control their female partners because
of culturally accepted notions of gender roles, echoed by research which
showed that the majority of IPV was perpetrated by heterosexual men
against women. The internationally emulated Duluth model4 was one of the
first to operationalise such work with perpetrators and highlights that intervention in IPV cases must situate female victims/survivor safety at the centre
of their work and consistently hold perpetrators accountable for their abusive behaviours, while offering them an opportunity to change (including
punishment if this enhances victim safety) (Pence & Paymar, 1993). In recognition of IPV as a behaviour taking place in a social, patriarchal context,
the Duluth model also advocates that perpetrator programmes should be
situated within a co-ordinated community model where different agencies
(police, social welfare services, etc.) can all act together to ensure women
and children’s safety.
The work on tackling IPV could not have come about without pressure
from the women’s movements in Europe and the US, which helped to shift
the perception of IPV from being seen as merely a private issue (reflected in
the Danish police terminology of ‘husspektakel’ – ‘house disturbance’) to
becoming a public concern and increasingly a ‘crime like any other’ (Hester,
2004). The development of perpetrator programmes is situated within this
re-conceptualisation of IPV as a crime, and also situated in a wider context of understandings about and approaches to crime during the 1980s and
1990s. Perpetrator programmes can be seen to reflect what has been called
the traditional socially oriented justifications of punishment, that is, retribution, deterrence and rehabilitation. Perpetrator programmes are clearly
linked to ideas about rehabilitation – possibly as a form of retribution in
itself and/or as diversion from prison. Garland describes this approach as
central to the modernist hybrid ‘penal-welfare’ structure of criminal justice that evolved during the twentieth century (Garland, 1990, p. 27), which
combined ‘the liberal legalism of due process and proportionate punishment with a correctionalist commitment to rehabilitation, welfare and criminological expertise’. Such an approach was well established by the 1970s.
Garland argues that the rehabilitative ideal was:
the hegemonic, organizing principle, the intellectual framework and
value system that bound together the whole structure and made sense
of it for practitioners. It provided an-all-embracing conceptual net that
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could be cast over each and every activity in the penal field, allowing
practitioners to render their world coherent and meaningful.
(Garland, 1990, p. 35)
A number of further trends regarding crime and in particular the psychomedicalisation of crime have been identified alongside the penal-welfare
and ensuing period, which are also of direct relevance to our understanding of the development and application of perpetrator programmes. Generally, these can be characterised as a move towards more individualised
and psycho-medicalised forms of rehabilitation and ‘treatment’ in the 80s
and 90s, intertwined with and followed by an even greater emphasis on actuarially based penology, linked to assessment of risk, during the 2000s.
Zola (1972) has identified how medicine has increasingly been adopted as
an institution of social control, ‘nudging aside’ the traditional control institutions of law and religion. Moreover, Foucault, in Discipline and Punish
(1979), exploring the history of penal punishment, identifies a qualitative
shift in the operation of punishment, from the body to the prisoner’s mind,
and in that sense links criminological and psycho-medical discourses. For
Foucault, the common denominator in the penal system and in health care
is a pervasive configuration of power and knowledge that divides people
through continuous surveillance and discipline. He explains this linkage
with an example of how mental health and criminology feed into each other
leading to a psychiatrisation of criminal danger. Stefan Timmermans and
Jonathan Gabe (2002) express the resultant convergence of crime and health
care as follows:
Crimes are established along a psychiatric and psychological continuum, generating an endless proliferation of psycho-medical conditions
and categories of persons. The severity of the criminal act has become
dependent on the sanity of the individual as postulated by psychiatrists
whose concepts and measurement techniques often lack the scientific
reliability expected in court.
(pp. 506–507)
The consequence is a borderland between crime and health care populated
and guarded by a number of professionals engaging in processes that contain
psycho-medicalisation of criminal danger: ‘What is typical of all these sites
is that alliances are created that link medical knowledge with knowledge
about criminal deviance for the purpose of social control’ (Timmermans &
Gabe, 2002, p. 507).
Themes thus emerge of direct relevance to perpetrator programme development: the uptake of psycho-medicalised discourses in relation to offenders, exemplified by use of terms such as ‘treatment’ rather than punishment,
while those with mental health problems are often excluded as ‘untreatable’
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within the IPV programme format. Increasingly, in countries such as the
UK, Denmark and Norway, we have seen this reflected in a ‘psychologising’ of programme approaches, with focus on individual characteristics and
‘drivers’ for abuse, attachment issues and links to earlier trauma, rather
than more exclusive focus on socio-political re-education (as tended to be
the case with earlier Duluth models, see e.g. Schrock & Padavic, 2007 in the
US). There is also an emphasis on individual responsibility, i.e. being willing
to change, reflected in the practice of some programmes that only allow men
to attend who show a certain level of motivation and are therefore deemed
most likely to benefit. However, the penal-welfare discourse related to rehabilitation also remains especially strong in relation to perpetrator programmes, albeit increasingly infused with the psycho-medical discourses
and practices highlighted by Zola and Foucault.
While international work on theorising masculinities and IPV has continued to engage with gendering of power, and conceptualising how violence
constructs gender (see Hearn, 2012), and this work continues to be reflected
in work with perpetrators, other influences can be discerned. Anthony Ellis
(2017), although writing about masculinities and violence more generally,
identifies the shift towards a greater focus on the internal and individual
psychological aspects that are applied in understanding and tackling men’s
violence against their partners. Ellis (2017) charts the shifting discourses
over recent decades, at least in the UK, regarding violent masculinities: from
biological notions of maleness, through understandings of socially defined
and structurally situated hegemonic masculinities, to post-structural performativity and increasing focus on psyches. He argues that these changes in
understanding have been necessary to explain and deal with men’s feelings
of vulnerability and powerlessness, despite, or indeed as a consequence of,
their living in contexts of dominant discourses of masculinity. Drawing on
this notion, expressions of vulnerability may be exemplified by the way men
who are violent in intimate relationships may see themselves as the victims
(rather than their violated partners), and see themselves as powerless when
indeed they are situated as the more powerful in circumstances of IPV (see
Williamson, Morgan & Hester, 2017). Ellis suggests that the shifts towards
a better understanding of men’s psyches and how these interact with gender
structures ‘has evidently been a positive one’, although recognising that this
shift initially went too far ‘towards the individual male’ (Ellis, 2017, p. 37).
When we look at the changes in perpetrator programmes since their development in the 1980s and 90s, we can discern a noticeable shift in the
conceptualisation of IPV that reflects the changing discourses and practices of penal-welfare society towards greater focus, as Foucault suggests,
on the mind of the perpetrator. Perspectives may now be seen to vary
from the profeminist model such as Duluth involving ‘patriarchal or intimate partner terrorism’ (Johnson & Leone, 2005) (i.e. understanding
IPV as a pattern of coercive and controlling behaviours within a context
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of gender inequality); to the family violence approach or couples conflict
theory (where perpetration is deemed to be influenced by dynamics in a
person’s family/couple environment and violence is not connected to power
or control); through to the psychological perspectives that conceptualise
IPV as a form of ‘maladaptive coping’ (where IPV is caused by a range of
individual psychological and neuropsychological disorders, rather than a
culturally influenced strategy for male domination of women) (Corvo &
Johnson, 2013). Some of those who focus on individual psychopathologies
criticise profeminist-based interventions for perpetrators, arguing that
these interventions will not be effective as they do not address issues relating to individuals (Smith, 2011). However, in reality, the landscape of
work with IPV perpetrators is now quite complex. Most programmes use a
mixture of interventions based on more than one perspective, and often including both profeminist and individual/ psychological conceptualisations
(Lilley-Walker et al., 2018).

Evaluation research
Another trend, that of evaluation, has become important as the psychomedicalisation of crime has become more prominent, and has also had
a bearing on perpetrator work and the way it is conceived. In European,
and Western countries more generally, it has become important to ascertain ‘what works’, that is, no longer to assume that positive change will be
created (men becoming less abusive and women and children safer) merely
because the underpinning conceptualisation of the violent men’s behaviour,
or theory of change, is correct. Instead, more emphasis is being placed on
what is deemed a more ‘scientific’ approach of ‘testing’ the effectiveness
of programmes via evaluation research. This again allows for rationing of
scarce resources to be used only for programmes that seemingly work. It
is argued that the gold standard for evaluation is the medical approach of
randomised-controlled trials (originating from drugs trials), although this
is difficult to apply in social contexts and with human subjects. As second
best, evaluations may use quasi-experimental designs with some form of
‘control’ group to compare with. A potentially unintended consequence of
the emergence of an evaluation culture is that this has placed even greater
emphasis on individual/ psychological features and medical aspects that can
be ‘measured’. Moreover, the measures used in evaluations are often limited
and narrowly defined, and evaluations have probably, as a result, shown
little or no statistically significant change regarding the men’s behaviour following their attendance in a programme. Reviews of evaluations have thus
tended to suggest that there is no conclusive evidence that perpetrator programmes ‘work’ (e.g. Akoensi et al., 2013). The problem may thus be the narrowly defined measures rather than the programmes themselves (although
see Schrock & Padavic’s critique, 2007).
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In response to the well-documented challenges in measuring the effectiveness of perpetrator programmes evaluators have begun to discuss how evaluations might be improved. In order to better understand the mechanisms of
change, and therefore improve understanding of effectiveness and efficacy,
it has been suggested, for instance, by Erica Bowen, Elizabeth Gilchrist and
Anthony Beech (2008) that perpetrator programmes should target the intermediate psychological characteristics, such as cognitive deficits associated
with IPV as ‘evaluations that do not report statistically significant treatment
effects on psychological variables may be masking cases that in reality do
achieve clinically significant change’ (p. 600). In contrast, quite other approaches to evaluation have begun to emerge from Westmarland et al. (2013)
and Lila et al. (2013) focussed on re-defining the meaning of effectiveness
and the indicators used to measure the outcomes and impact of these programmes beyond post-intervention recidivism. Lila et al. (2013), still within
a psycho-medical approach, suggest that as well as measuring psychological adjustment amongst perpetrators, such as ability to balance conflicting
needs or challenges, and its impact on victim-blaming attributions, a better
understanding of the determinants of psychological adjustment is needed
in order to support new intervention strategies. Based on a more social and
feminist perspective, Westmarland et al. (2013) suggest a more nuanced and
subtle understanding of intervention success is needed, that is more realistic
or grounded, such as measuring whether there is an improvement in the
relationships between the perpetrator and their ex-/partner underpinned
by respect and effective communication, or whether ex-/partners have expanded ‘space for action’ which empowers through restoring their voice and
ability to make choices.

Impact: European IPV programmes 5
The Impact project was funded through the European DAPHNE III programme, between 2013 and 2015, and aimed to gain knowledge about the
evaluation of European IPV perpetrator programmes. The project included
researchers and practitioners from Germany, Denmark, Austria, Spain and
the UK.6 One aspect was to carry out a systematic overview of evaluation
studies (published and unpublished) linked to European perpetrator programmes, focusing on the design, methodology and outcome measures being
used. In total, the overview identified and examined 60 unique evaluation
studies originating from 13 European countries. To map how ‘treatment’
for IPV perpetrators is conceptualised across Europe we also analysed the
different intervention approaches and evaluation designs in order to locate
the factors and pathways of influence that may enable ‘disruption’ of perpetration. This also revealed the extent to which programmes and evaluations
were focusing on social or individual aspects in ‘treating’ perpetrators (see
Hester, Lilley, O’Prey & Budde, 2014; Lilley-Walker et al., 2018).
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Across Europe, a wide range of evaluation tools were used to measure
a variety of outcomes drawn from a number of disciplines: especially psychology, sociology and medicine. Despite the debates about evaluation and
measures of success indicated above, our overview showed a clear move
away from studies that measure intervention success based on levels of
post-intervention recidivism, towards measuring intervention success using
individual psychological variables. In the main, we found that evaluation
consisted of investigation into psychological change amongst perpetrators
based on the theory that this will then lead to a behavioural change. The
psychological variables used in measurement related to those implicated in
IPV but also implicated in anti-social behaviour more generally (i.e. hostility, distorted thoughts on the use of violence to resolve conflict situations,
etc.), concentrating on micro and individual factors in perpetration. There
were attempts to measure distorted thoughts about women, sexism and the
use of violence towards women. However, there was a lack of investigation
into whether any changes in those psychological symptoms associated with
IPV perpetration actually led to a change in abusive behaviour towards
their partners.
A Finnish evaluation, of the Jyväskylä Model for Male Batterers (Holma
et al., 2006; see also Päivinen, Silkala & Holma, this volume), provided some
of the only detailed qualitative data and highlighted the importance of facilitation quality in ensuring programme success. It showed how programme
facilitators must consider new or different therapeutic discourses regarding
masculinities in order to help perpetrators think about how they behave,
and thus facilitate change by encouraging men to take responsibility for
their violence whilst sensitively introducing the possibility of learning new
identities (Holma et al., 2006). Recognising that producing and facilitating
change is a complex therapeutic task, the evaluation team took a constructionist and narrative approach to investigate treatment outcomes and what
counted as ‘success’. This addressed the different therapeutic strategies used
to deal with perpetrators’ construction of violence, the discourses used by
perpetrators within group therapy to explain or justify their abusive behaviour, and how both therapists and perpetrator participants deal with,
or negotiate, issues of violence in the context of therapeutic intervention.
Measuring facilitator-participant interaction, design and use of different
therapeutic strategies, evaluators found that participants often constructed
themselves as victims and thus a central area of conversation between
therapist and perpetrator was negotiating the issue of victimhood. Results
suggested a need for different narratives to emerge within the therapeutic
process to increase responsibility while, at the same time, enabling a sense
of agency amongst perpetrators and the possibility of acting non-violently.
With regard to practice, our systematic overview found that many European programmes use a combination of ‘treatment’ methods. Education, counselling and psychotherapy were the main approaches used, with
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psychodynamic, psychopathological and bio-psychosocial based methods
also being described. The majority of the European perpetrator programmes
that had evaluations were described as profeminist, psycho-educational
‘treatment’, heavily influenced by the Duluth model. The application of the
Duluth model, however, tended to be more narrowly conceived than the
more holistic Duluth approach of a co-ordinated community response. Instead what was described as a ‘Duluth’ approach tended to be getting men
to take responsibility for their behaviour and use of Cognitive Behavioural
Therapy (CBT) to assist a process of attitudinal and behavioural change in
male perpetrators, rather than a wider situated response. CBT was the most
widely cited therapeutic approach being used. These programmes were designed to explore, together with perpetrators, the consequences of their abusive behaviour in terms of its impact on their partner (and children), with
the aim of increasing empathy, accountability and motivation to change,
and to challenge gender stereotypes and hostile attitudes towards women.
This type of approach works to disrupt the ‘pathways’ to gender-based violence by addressing the ‘masculine self’ and ‘emotional and cognitive deficits’ which result in hostility and a general lack of empathy and respect for
women (Hester & Lilley, 2014, p. 7).
In practice, some IPV programmes were based on a more family violence
or couple-oriented ‘conflict tactics’ conception and tending towards a more
gender-neutral approach, despite many being defined as heavily influenced
by the Duluth model. Some programmes also gave more weight to the notion of individualised, psychopathological causes of IPV perpetration, with
programmes delivered by therapists or clinical psychologists. In the following section a few examples, from different countries, are outlined to illustrate some of the divergent issues that emerge regarding IPV perpetrator
programmes, treatment and gender.
Different perpetrator approaches within Europe
Spain has one of the most comprehensive legal frameworks regarding IPV
(the Organic Act 1/2004 on Integrated Protection Measures against Gender
Violence) based on a gender-based approach it is aimed at preventing, punishing and eradicating IPV, and to ensure that the traditional, differentiated
manner in which women and men are socialised is tackled in order to bring
men and women closer to genuine equality (Febrer, 2005). The Spanish programmes for men who are violent to their female partners developed as a
response to this legal framework, however very little contextual information
was provided in the evaluation reports regarding the theory of change underpinning approaches being implemented by the programmes. Moreover,
the reports tended to describe a more psychological than ‘social’ approach.
According to the evaluation reports, the programmes administered psychological ‘treatment’, using a largely CBT approach.
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In Germany, perpetrator programmes were generally described as groupbased ‘social training’ or ‘learning’ programmes rather than ‘treatment’. A
multi-modal or systemic approach was used, involving CBT (counselling
and psychotherapy) with both individual perpetrators and couples, to explore and address the conditions for violence and to provide a needs-based
intervention (based on the theory that IPV is caused by multiple factors
mainly placed at the micro (immediate social/family environment) or ontogenetic (individual life history) levels and that behaviour is learned and
therefore can be unlearned). Programme participants were ‘trained’ by psychotherapists to find solutions to conflict situations and alternative patterns
of behaviour (e.g. understanding ‘triggers’ to violence and alternative coping strategies) and to improve social and cognitive competencies, this latter
element drawing on the family or situational conflicts conception of IPV
with intervention aimed at learning new behaviours and disrupting perpetration factors at both the micro/social and individual level.
In Denmark the issue of violence against women first appeared in the medical literature in the 1980s, and since the early 2000s perpetrator programmes
developed as forms of treatment relying heavily on psychological input. The
largest set of Danish programmes, Dialog Mod Vold (DMV) had targeted
anyone who had been violent in their relationship, including both men and
women. DMVs clients were in reality largely men, but this was hidden behind
the gender-neutral language used by staff and in the programme documentation and website (Wagner Sørensen, 2015). The theory of change underpinning the programme emphasised personality disorder and issues of/ lack of
attachment as reasons for violent behaviour, with psychodynamic approaches
consequently used in individual treatment with the men, alongside more cognitive approaches in group sessions. DMV also used a couple therapy approach, deemed as a means to re-integrate violent men in their relationships.
The majority of programmes originating from the UK and Ireland, that
have been evaluated, were described as based on a profeminist, psychoeducational, Duluth influenced, CBT model and in the UK many of these
programmes have been accredited as adhering to a national standard by the
umbrella organisation Respect. Women and children’s safety, as well as close
collaboration between perpetrator programmes and women’s services, are
key criteria of the Respect standards. They also acknowledge that men may
have different histories and needs and thus may require different responses
and interventions within programmes. However, the UK approaches are
far from uniform. Nonetheless, there has been increasing understanding of
perpetrator behaviour change as taking place in the ‘disruption of pathways to perpetration’ (Hester & Lilley, 2014), by highlighting and questioning taken-for-granted beliefs, rules, thinking patterns, emotional responses,
alongside both support and respect (Iwi & Newman, 2015).
Chris Newman suggests that the ‘best practice’ approach that has emerged
following many years of experience of IPV programmes in the UK, involves
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many of the features originally seen as part of the Duluth approach, but
evolved to consider the individual and internal aspects of men’s subjectivities (Iwi & Newman, 2015). In recent years, it has been accepted that work
with IPV perpetrators should be set in a broader context in which men explore what it is to relate to others in a respectful and caring way and to
connect with the more positive, prosocial sides of themselves. This implies
a holistic approach, identifying men’s values and aspirations and exploring
how abuse in relationships undermines these. Agencies should create and
maintain coordinated responses to manage risk, and seek to place the responsibility for change with the perpetrator of IPV. Newman argues that
IPV perpetrator programmes therefore need robust processes to assess and
manage risk, inter-agency working protocols with other organisations which
address issues such as information sharing and joint working arrangements,
and regular information sharing with women’s support workers. Once a
man is referred or refers himself to a programme, then the work should be
adjusted to fit the nature of the risk and the man’s own situation, needs and
goals. A number of common factors are deemed likely to prove useful with
most of the men attending programmes:
•

•
•

•

•

Engagement: Treating those who come to programmes with respect and
working with a belief that they can change and improve their lives. Using motivational work at the outset and taking active steps to maintain
contact with men and to re-engage them if motivation seems to be dropping off.
Exploring the function of denial and working to increase men’s capacity
to ‘talk straight’ about what they have done and to take responsibility
for their actions.
Safety planning in the early stages: helping perpetrators recognise the
situational cues, bodily feelings, thinking patterns and emotional warning signs that they are likely to become abusive. This lays the groundwork for teaching the respectful use of anger management techniques
such as time outs.
Educational work widening the man’s definition of IPV and understanding the links between different forms of controlling and abusive behaviour. Also, a critical discussion of how masculine socialisation can lead
to expectations of authority and entitlement in relationships. Identifying the effects of violence on sexual relationships, exploring drivers for
sexually abusive behaviour in relationships, and exploring positive and
sexually respectful alternatives.
Developing a critical awareness of attitudes, beliefs and expectations that
support the use of violence and abuse using methods drawn from cognitive
behavioural therapy. The CBT approach enables the practitioner and
client to begin with an incident of abuse and dig down to identify what
must have been the underlying beliefs and fears that drive the behaviour.

‘Treatment’ and gender

•

•

151

Increasing empathy for victims (adult partners and children) using educational methods to increase awareness of the impacts of the men’s behaviour on others. It is particularly effective to use experiential methods
such as role-play to deepen empathic awareness. Increased awareness of
the impacts on children can be a powerful motivator for change. Where
appropriate, this can be amplified by respectfully and sensitively drawing links between men’s experience of family violence in childhood and
their children’s perspectives.
Identifying and practicing alternative behaviour: Here role-play work is
particularly useful to help men to develop and practice new skills and
to ‘walk the walk’ rather than only engaging in idealised discussions of
what could have been done differently.

Conclusion
So where have we ended up? As we can see, the shifts towards the individual
and psycho-medicalisation of crime charted in the earlier sections of this
chapter have, in various ways, been incorporated in the development of IPV
perpetrator programmes. For instance, reflected in the increasing normalisation of the word ‘treatment’ to describe IPV programme work, and the use
of psychological interventions in the work with perpetrators and psychologically informed variables as evaluation measures. IPV perpetrator programmes sit somewhat uneasily in relation to theorising of masculinities,
and in particular the work of feminists and others who critique male power
and see the challenging of gendered inequalities as key to tackling IPV, echoing instead the shifting debates about hegemonic/varied masculinities, as
apparent in the IPV perpetrator work, on the identification and targeting of
different needs that men may have. There has been a move away from an emphasis on men taking responsibility for abusive behaviour in social contexts
(which may be perceived as punitive or restorative approach) towards dealing with male perpetrators using an approach that is more conscious not to
confront but rather to understand their behaviour and help them to change,
with a greater emphasis on individual psychologies and possibly increasing
development of gender neutrality. The terrain has shifted from programmes
more openly challenging men about gendered power to more indirect ways
of doing this as part of a range of psycho-educational, CBT and therapeutic interventions. As we have seen, programmes may vary in the extent to
which they incorporate profeminist and gendered approaches, from those
in the UK that considers the gendered nature of IPV, to gender-neutral approaches, such as those in Denmark that appear to obscure or even deny the
gendering of IPV.
Thus, we have ended up with programmes that may be more tailored to
individual men’s needs, but that perhaps may ignore the wider contexts of
gendered inequality and power over women that sit at the root of IPV. Some
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practitioners would argue that this is not an opposition however, and that
abusers need both aspects. The struggle arises from thinking that if facilitators find ways to work at the ‘proximal’, experiential level with men that are
not explicitly gender-focused, then they are abandoning the idea that gender
is one the most powerful ‘distal’ causes of intimate partner violence. If a
man’s experience is a confusing mix of rage and fear of abandonment, this
is unlikely to be defused in the short term by education about gendered inequalities (see Schrock & Padavic, 2007). Over time, however, he may come
to see that some of what fuels his exaggerated emotional responses are ideas
he has internalised about what it is to be a man. Working with male IPV
perpetrators, as Juha Holma and colleagues (2006) have shown, therefore
relies on very skilled facilitators who are also sensitive to gendered power
and control dynamics and prepared to tackle these – that is, those aspects of
masculine socialisation that produce privileges available to men, that makes
sure that their needs are put first in relationships, and buys them the right to
be selfish and have their needs met before anybody else’s.
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Notes
1 The lead author has carried out evaluations of perpetrator programmes and
systematic reviews of evaluations, and the chapter draws on some of this work –
including the projects Impact, Re-Provide and Drive. (e.g. Hester et al., 2014,
2020; Lilley-Walker et al., 2018).
2 See www.work-with-perpetrators.eu
3 See https://www.work-with-perpetrators.eu/resources/guidelines.html
4 See http://theduluthmodel.org/about/
5 In 2013, Project IMPACT was launched in order to gain an overview about evaluations of European perpetrator programmes. The project started with an online survey on evaluation and outcome monitoring of perpetrator programmes
in Europe, continued with an in-depth literature review of published and unpublished evaluation studies and produced a toolkit for outcome measurement the Impact Outcome Toolkit. https://www.work-with-perpetrators.eu/research/
project-impact.html.
6 See http://www.impact.work-with-perpetrators.eu

References
Akoensi, T. D., Koehler, J. A., Lösel, F., & Humphreys, D. K. (2013). IPV perpetrator programs in Europe, part II: A systematic review of the state of evidence.

‘Treatment’ and gender

153

International Journal of Offender Therapy and Comparative Criminology, 57(10),
1206–1225.
Bowen, E., Gilchrist, E., & Beech, A. R. (2008). Change in treatment has no relationship with subsequent re-offending in U.K. domestic violence sample: A
preliminary study. International Journal of Offender Therapy and Comparative
Criminology, 52(5), 598–614.
Corvo, K., & Johnson, P. (2013). Sharpening Ockham’s razor: The role of psychopathology and neuropsychopathology in the perpetration of IPV. Aggression and
Violent Behavior, 18(1), 175–182.
DeLeon-Granados, W., Wellsa, W., & Binsbacher R. (2006). Arresting developments, trends in female arrests for domestic violence and proposed explanations.
Violence Against Women, 12(4), 355–371.
Eaton, J. (2018). Stop asking me ‘what about men?’ Journal of Gender-Based Violence, 2(2), 391–395.
Ellis, A. (2017). Men, masculinity and violence: An ethnographic study. London:
Routledge.
Febrer, M. (2005). The framework law on integrated protection measures against gender violence in Spain. Legal and feminist analysis of the Spanish Organic Act 1/2004
of 28 December 2004. Paper presented at the EWLA CONGRESS, Strasbourg,
17–19 March 2005.
Foucault, M. (1979). Discipline and punish. New York: Vintage.
Garland, D. (1990). Punishment and modern society: A study in social theory. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.
Hearn, J. (2012). A multi-faceted power analysis of men’s violence to known women:
From hegemonic masculinity to the hegemony of men. Sociological Review, 60(4),
589–610.
Hester, M. (2004). Future trends and developments: Violence against women In Europe and East Asia. Violence Against Women, 10(12), 1431–1448.
Hester, M., Eisenstadt, N., Ortega-Avila, A., Morgan, K., Walker, S.-J., & Bell, J. (2020).
Evaluation of the Drive Project: A three-year pilot to address high risk, high harm domestic abuse perpetrators. London: Drive Project. Retrieved from https://driveproject
.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/DriveYear3_UoBEvaluationReport_Final.pdf
Hester, M., & Lilley, S-J. (2014). Domestic and sexual violence perpetrator programmes: Article 16 of the Istanbul Convention, a collection of papers on the Council of Europe Convention on preventing and combating violence against women and
domestic violence. Strasbourg: Council of Europe.
Hester, M., Lilley, S-J., O’Prey, L., & Budde, J. (2014). Overview and analysis of
research studies evaluating European perpetrator programmes. Working Paper 2
from the Daphne III IMPACT Project. July 2014. Retrieved from https://www.
work-with-perpetrators.eu/projects/project-impact
Holma, J., Partanen, T., Wahlström, J., Laitila, A., & Seikkula, J. (2006). Narratives
and discourses in groups for male batterers. In M. Libshitz (Eds.), Domestic violence and its reverberations (pp. 59–83). New York: Nova Science Publishers.
Iwi, K., & Newman, C. (2015). Engaging with perpetrators of domestic violence: Practical techniques for early intervention. London: Jessica Kingsley.
Johnson, M. P., & Leone, J. M. (2005). The differential effects of intimate terrorism and situational couple violence findings from the National Violence Against
Women Survey. Journal of Family Issues, 26(3), 322–349.

154

Marianne Hester and Chris Newman

Lila, M., Gracia, E., & Murgui, S. (2013). Psychological adjustment and victimblaming among intimate partner violence offenders: The role of social support
and stressful life events. The European Journal of Psychology Applied to Legal
Context, 5(2), 147–153.
Lilley-Walker, S-J., Hester, M., & Turner, W. (2018). Evaluation of European domestic violence perpetrator programmes: Toward a model for designing and reporting evaluations related to perpetrator treatment interventions. International
Journal of Offender Therapy and Comparative Criminology, 62(4), 868–884.
Pence, E., & Paymar, M. (1993). Education groups for men who batter: The Duluth
model. New York: Springer.
Schrock, D. P., & Padavic, I. (2007). Negotiating hegemonic masculinity in a batterer intervention program. Gender & Society, 21(50), 625–649.
Smith, M. E. (2011). A qualitative review of perception of change for male perpetrators of domestic abuse following abuser schema therapy (AST). Counselling and
Psychotherapy Research, 11(2), 156–164.
Timmermans, S., & Gabe, J. (2002). Introduction: Connecting criminology and sociology of health and illness. Sociology of Health and Illness, 24(5), 501–516.
Wagner Sørensen, B. (2015). Behandling af voldelige mænd. Tidsskriftet Antropologi, 71, 91–113.
Walby, S. (2015). Crisis. Cambridge: Polity Press.
Westmarland, N., Kelly, L., & Chalder-Mills, J. (2013). IPV perpetrator programmes:
What counts as success? (Briefing Note 1), Respect, London.
Williamson, E., Morgan, K., & Hester, M. (2017). Male victims: Control, coercion,
and fear. In N. Lombard (Ed.), The Routledge handbook of gender and violence
(pp. 53– 66). London: Routledge.
Zola, I. K. (1972). Medicine as an institution of social control. Sociological Review,
20(4), 487–504.

Chapter 11

Engaging men and boys in
violence prevention
Michael Flood

Efforts to engage men and boys in preventing men’s violence against women
are gaining momentum around the world. This has been prompted, in part,
by a growing emphasis in the violence prevention field on primary prevention and the emergence of an ‘engaging men’ field focused on men’s roles in
building gender equality. Programmes and interventions aimed at, or including, men and boys have proliferated: across countries rich and poor, in
diverse contexts from schools and universities, to faith and sporting institutions and the military. These have been aimed at men and boys in their roles
as partners, parents and caregivers, students, athletes and coaches, workers,
policy-makers and more.
Some interventions aimed at men and boys focus on domestic or partner violence, some on sexual violence, and others on both. The discussion
here focuses on both domestic and sexual violence, given that these often
co-occur and they have shared risk factors (Guedes, Bott, Garcia-Moreno,
& Colombini, 2016). Many interventions focus primarily on men’s violence
against women, although they acknowledge that men and boys themselves
may be the victims of violence by intimate partners, family members and
others.
A wide spectrum of strategies has been adopted to engage men and boys
in the prevention of domestic and sexual violence. Moving from micro to
macro, these include: (1) strengthening individual knowledge and skills;
(2) promoting community education; (3) educating providers; (4) engaging,
strengthening, and mobilising communities; (5) changing organisational
practices; and (6) influencing policies and legislation (Davis, Parks, & Cohen,
2006). Prevention efforts among men, like those in the violence prevention
field more generally, have often involved community education, whether
face-to-face education or communications strategies, although there is an
increasing adoption of other strategies at ‘higher’ levels of this spectrum.
Are primary prevention efforts among men effective? We must first acknowledge that there are important limits to the evidence base. Many
programmes and interventions have not been evaluated, and existing evaluations are often weak: few studies measure actual violent behaviour as
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an outcome, use control or comparison groups, collect longer-term data,
or assess mediators of change, and most come from high-income countries
(Flood, 2018). At the same time, the evidence base on the effectiveness of
men’s violence prevention interventions is rapidly growing in both scale
and sophistication. There have been three notable reviews in the past 12
years. A 2007 review documented 15 evaluated interventions involving men
and/or boys in preventing and reducing violence, judging four as effective,
seven as promising, and four as unclear (Barker, Ricardo, & Nascimento,
2007). A 2011 review found that interventions can change boys’ and men’s
attitudes towards rape and other forms of violence against women, and
the gender-related attitudes associated with these, but their effectiveness
in changing behaviours is far more equivocal (Ricardo, Eads, & Barker,
2011). A 2013 review focused on interventions addressed to heterosexually
active men and with an experimental or quasi-experimental design. Of interventions addressing the perpetration of violence against women, three
were not in the 2011 review, and all three reported declines in the perpetration of v iolence, but only one could be classified as methodologically
‘strong’ (Dworkin, Treves-Kagan, & Lippman, 2013). These accounts of
efforts engaging men are complemented by other, wider reviews, attesting
to the growing international evidence base on violence prevention (Arango,
Morton, Gennari, Kiplesund, & Ellsberg, 2014; DeGue et al., 2014; Ellsberg
et al., 2015; Fulu, Kerr-Wilson, & Lang, 2014).
What works in engaging men and boys in primary prevention? At the level
of programming, there is an emerging consensus that efforts:
[S]hould have a coordinated focus on multiple risk factors and ecological levels, be based on robust theories of the issue and of how to make
change, involve the comprehensive application of multiple strategies at
multiple levels, use effective forms of education or communication, be
relevant to local communities and contexts, and engage both men and
boys and women and girls in gender-transformative ways to reflect on
and change gender roles and relations.
(Greig & Flood, 2020)
Alongside an increasing emphasis on evidence-based practice, there are
other trends that mark the field of violence prevention work with men and
boys. There has been a proliferation in the settings and entry points for
engagement, with interest particularly in developmental periods, such as
during school age and adolescence, the transition to parenthood, and as
parents and caregivers (Tolman, Walsh, & Nieves, 2017). There is increasing interest not only in educating men but mobilising them for collective
action. There is a greater emphasis on taking prevention work with men to
scale – on expanding the reach, scope, and coverage of interventions. There
are growing calls for work with men to move from a focus on the individual
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and interpersonal to the institutional and the structural – to address the
broader structures of patriarchy which are at the root of men’s violence
against women (Greig & Flood, 2020). There is a growing discussion of the
politics and practices of the ‘engaging men’ field itself and its relations with
women’s organisations and movements, including issues of competition for
resources, the marginalising of women’s voices and leadership, and personal
and institutional accountability (ICRW, 2018).
Efforts to engage men in violence prevention face a series of challenges.
Perhaps the most fundamental of these is the challenge of inspiring men’s
initial involvement and commitment. Two others are how to mobilise men
as advocates and activists and how to work across intersections of gender
and other forms of social inequality. The remainder of this chapter explores
each in turn.

How to inspire men
Men’s lack of involvement in violence prevention efforts is shaped by various
factors. Men typically have poorer attitudes towards, and understandings
of, intimate partner and sexual violence, than women: they define violence
more narrowly, they subscribe more strongly to violence-supportive myths,
and they are more likely than women to excuse the perpetrator and blame
the victim (Herrero, Rodríguez, & Torres, 2017; VicHealth, 2014). Men’s
recognition of sexism also is poorer than women’s: they notice sexism less,
and when they do notice sexist incidents they are less likely than women
to perceive them as discriminatory and harmful (Becker & Swim, 2011;
Drury & Kaiser, 2014). While many men recognise violence against women
as an issue of community concern, they see this as a ‘women’s issue’, with
little sense of its personal relevance (Crooks, Goodall, Hughes, Jaffe, &
Baker, 2007; Rich, Utley, Janke, & Moldoveanu, 2010). Men often overestimate other men’s comfort with violence and their unwillingness to intervene (Hillenbrand-Gunn, Heppner, Mauch, & Park, 2010; Kilmartin et al.,
2008). Many have negative perceptions of violence prevention efforts: they
feel blamed and attacked, reacting defensively to the feminist orientation
of many campaigns (Keller & Honea, 2016; Rich et al., 2010). When men do
contemplate taking some kind of action, they also fear others’ reactions to
their engagement in such intervention (Carlson, 2008; Katz, Heisterkamp,
& Fleming, 2011), and they often lack the knowledge and skills to engage in
intervention (Rich et al., 2010).
Nevertheless, given the evaluations described earlier, clearly it is possible
to inspire men’s support for violence prevention efforts. How then can we
do this? While there has been a little experimental comparison of different
strategies for engaging men, guidance comes from advocates’ and educators’ experiences and their perceptions of effective strategies (Casey, 2010;
Piccigallo, Lilley, & Miller, 2012). Much of this experience and literature
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comes from countries in the global North, particularly the USA, it is not
necessarily attentive to intersecting forms of privilege and inequality among
men, and the approaches it endorses may thus be less appropriate for men in
some contexts. Nevertheless, what does it say?
Personalise the issue. Perhaps the most widely used strategy for making the
case to men that violence against women is something they should care
about is to personalise the issue. Learning of victimisation among women
or girls close to them is a significant source of male anti-violence advocates’
sensitisation to the issue (Alcalde, 2014; Casey & Smith, 2010; Messner,
Greenberg, & Peretz, 2015; Piccigallo et al., 2012). We can invite men to
become aware of the routine risks and reality of violence, abuse, and harassment faced by the women and girls they know and cherish and the impacts of this violence. Men’s concerns about such violence can be paternal,
chivalric, and even patriarchal (Rich et al., 2010), so one challenge here is to
move these towards a fundamental respect for all women’s and girls’ rights,
autonomy, and bodily integrity.
Appeal to higher values and principles. Higher values and principles – notions
of rights, fairness, justice, and so on – also often motivate existing support
among men for violence prevention efforts (Casey & Smith, 2010; Messner
et al., 2015). When men have justice-oriented beliefs, they are more likely
to reject sexism and inequality (Drury & Kaiser, 2014; Gervais, Hillard, &
Vescio, 2010; Swim, Hyers, Cohen, & Ferguson, 2001).
Show that men will benefit. The notion that men will benefit from progress
towards gender equality and an end to violence against women has
near-universal currency in efforts to engage men (Expert Group, 2003;
Minerson, Carolo, Dinner, & Jones, 2011). There are good reasons for appealing to benefits to men. Men’s resistance to gender initiatives stems in
part from the idea that gender equality is a zero-sum game – that as women
gain greater equality, men will lose (Prime, Moss-Racusin, & Heather
Foust-Cummings, 2009) – and it is valuable to emphasise instead that gender
equality is ‘win-win’. More widely, men will be more likely to support violence prevention efforts if they feel some personal stake in them. While the
primary reason for men to support an end to violence against women should
be ethical, it also is important for men to see how they themselves will benefit
(Brod, 1998).
Again, there are complexities here. Men who perpetrate violence against
women do gain some benefit from this (Stark, 2010). More broadly, men
in general gain from the gender inequalities which violence against women
helps to sustain. Thus perpetrators, and men in general, will have to give
up such ‘benefits’ in order to make progress towards a more just world. In
addition, involvement in efforts to end violence and build gender equality
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requires that men acknowledge and change their own oppressive behaviour,
which is neither easy nor comfortable.
Start where men are. In seeking to reach men, we must start with men wherever they are (Casey, 2010; Crooks et al., 2007). We must work with their
existing understandings of violence against women, listen to their experiences, and address their concerns. Various strategies are valuable here:
tailoring conversations to the men in question, using relevant messengers
(men who appeal to, are respected by, or are reflective of the men to whom
they are speaking), and appealing to stereotypical aspects of masculinity. Of
course, ‘meeting men where they are’ has risks. There is a tension between
meeting potential allies ‘where they are’, on the one hand, and challenging
male privilege, on the other.
Build on strengths. The men’s violence prevention literature tends to affirm
that efforts should begin with the positive: that most men treat women and
girls with respect and most do not use violence. They should be ‘strengthsbased’, that is, building on men’s existing commitments to and involvements
in non-violence, particularly as a way to minimise men’s defensiveness and
disengagement (Berkowitz, 2004; Casey, 2010; WHO, 2007). This is not an
invitation, however, to a naïve celebration of men’s virtues. Violence prevention work with men must continue to centre on a feminist critique of men’s
violence and men’s power. And given the ubiquity of men’s use of violence
against women and other men’s complicity, this work must include materials
addressing men as potential perpetrators.
Start with small steps and build to bigger things: Rather than assuming
that the first task for men is to entirely transform their lives and identities,
and rather than assuming that men must begin their involvements in violence prevention as perfect humans free of all forms of sexism and violence,
it is practical to give men initial, small steps and actions to take. To take part
in a change process, men need both a desired end state and small steps and
mini-goals that will lead to the desired outcomes (Crooks et al., 2007). This
also requires exploring what we want men to become – the forms of identity,
selfhood, and personal practice we wish them to adopt – and indeed the
forms of community and society for which we strive.
Encourage men to develop a counter-story. For men to develop strong practices of non-violence and gender equity, it is valuable for them to develop
narratives of self and identity which support these. We can start by recognising the diversity in boys’ and men’s performances of gender (Flood,
2008) and ‘turning up the volume’ on this. We can frame men’s resistance to
dominant constructions of masculinity as positive and desirable and highlight ‘counter stories’ of aspects of men’s lives that have been disregarded or
marginalised (McGann, 2014).
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Show that other men agree. Another important way to inspire men’s commitment to ending men’s violence against women is to show that they are
far from alone – that in fact many other men share this commitment. This
involves narrowing the gap between men’s perceptions of other men’s comfort with violence and unwillingness to intervene and the actual extent of
this. There are at least three ways to do this. First, communication campaigns focused on bystander intervention show men speaking up or taking other action, and such efforts can increase normative acceptance of
bystander intervention, as a small number of evaluations show (Potter &
Stapleton, 2012). Second, efforts may leverage the influence of high-profile
men in particular contexts such as workplaces, again to shift social norms
and behaviours (Prime et al., 2009). Third, social norms campaigns gather
and publicise actual data on attitudes or behaviours, e.g. highlighting
that a majority of men condemn men’s violence against women and are
willing to intervene to prevent or reduce it (Fabiano, Perkins, Berkowitz,
Linkenbach, & Stark, 2003).
While such efforts may change attitudes and social norms, these have only
partial, and complex, relationships to violent behaviour. In addition, such
efforts may have less impact on the structural and institutional inequalities which are fundamental in shaping intimate partner violence (Pease &
Flood, 2008).
Popularise violence prevention and feminism. Efforts to engage men must undermine men’s negative perceptions of feminism in general and violence prevention in particular. This involves countering common, defensive reactions
such as ‘not all men’ and ‘what about violence against men?’, helping men to
learn a language for claiming their personal support for feminism, and lessening the perceived threat represented by others’ homophobic questioning of
their heterosexuality and masculinity (Flood, 2018).
Provide knowledge and skills in intervention. Violence prevention efforts among
men must also give them knowledge and skills in intervention (Crooks et al.,
2007). While there are guides that provide information on taking action
(Flood, 2011), violence prevention also should work to foster the behavioural skills required.
Provide opportunities and invitations for involvement. To be successful in engaging men in violence prevention, we must also provide concrete opportunities
and invitations for men’s involvement. Some efforts go to the places where
men gather, while others try to bring men to them, for example by organising
events and groups on issues and topics which may appeal to them (Casey,
2010). Reaching men through tailored approaches in their existing social,
family or professional networks seems particularly effective (Bilen-Green
et al., 2015; Casey, 2010).

Men and boys in violence prevention

161

Build communities of support. Finally, communities of support are vital for
sustaining men’s personal commitment, inspiring personal change and
the rejection of patriarchal masculinity, and fostering mutual support
(Casey, 2010).
Research among US male anti-violence advocates has found that all-male
violence prevention groups can become new kinds of social networks or peer
groups for men, both providing support for their members and recruiting
other men (Casey, 2010; Piccigallo et al., 2012). We should not assume, however, that single-sex groups necessarily are more effective among men, and
the literature on violence prevention education finds advantages and disadvantages to both single-sex and mixed-sex processes (Flood, 2018). Nor
should we assume that the best people to educate men are other men (Flood,
2015). Given the risk that all-male groups may reproduce homosocial dynamics in which men condone and collude with other men’s violence, such
groups must involve critical reflection and lines of accountability to women
and women’s groups.

How to mobilise men?
While prevention efforts among men and boys have relied particularly on
strategies aimed at educating them, another stream of activity focuses on
mobilising them as advocates and activists. The former treats men as the
objects of change, while the latter gives greater emphasis to men themselves
as agents of change.
Community mobilisation – bringing individuals and groups together
through coalitions, networks, and movements – is an important strategy for
preventing partner and sexual violence (Texas Council on Family Violence,
2010, p. 93). Indeed, it was feminist community mobilisation which formed
the foundations of contemporary service and policy responses to domestic
and sexual violence and which remains influential today. Community-level
strategies for the prevention of men’s violence against women are rare, but
a vital next step in prevention (DeGue et al., 2012). They are essential to
shift the cultures, social relations, and structural inequalities that underpin
violence against women (Michau, 2005). They bring violence prevention
efforts closer to the general ideal that initiatives be comprehensive, relevant, and engaging (Kim-Ju, Mark, Cohen, Garcia-Santiago, & Nguyen,
2008). And they are empowering for participants themselves as members
become involved in both personal and collective change (Esplen & Greig,
2008).
Anti-violence men’s groups began amidst the second wave of feminism.
In the USA for example, profeminist men’s groups first formed in the 1970s
and intensified particularly in the 1990s (Macomber, 2012). Prominent examples of men’s collective mobilisations include the White Ribbon Campaign, which spans over 60 countries across the globe, Men’s Action to
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Stop Violence Against Women (MASVAW) in India (Shahrokh, Edström,
Kumar, & Singh, 2015), One Man Can in several countries in Africa (van
den Berg et al., 2013), campus anti-rape groups in the USA, and other efforts. MenEngage, a global alliance of non-governmental organisations and
United Nations agencies seeking to engage boys and men to achieve gender
equality, formed in 2004, and it has given significant direction to international prevention efforts.
How then can we bring men together in activist groups and networks, to
work as allies to women and women’s movements? There are some general
principles for community-based approaches to prevention which should
guide this work. Efforts, ideally, are holistic, engaging the whole community
(Michau, 2005), and are based on community ownership, involving and being
led by members of the community (Rosewater, 2003). Thus, some of the first
steps are to find out about the community in question, develop community
relationships (with groups, organisations, formal and informal leaders), and
identify the community’s needs (Family Violence Prevention Fund, 2004).
To create opportunities for men to mobilise, perhaps the first task is to
identify and recruit men who are already supportive of efforts to end violence
against women and build gender equality. A second key strategy is the use
of community workshops and events. These may work through pre-existing
groups of men and community structures, while avoiding drawing only on
gender-normative men and reproducing existing and unequal arrangements.
Other tasks are to use the preparation process as a tool for mobilising people, to draw on the power of personal testimony, to use the media for both
recruitment and social marketing, to document the event, and to plan for
follow-up among those who participated (Greig & Peacock, 2005). A third
key strategy is to work with influential groups and ‘gatekeepers’, whether
police and legal personnel, spiritual leaders, or others. The fourth strategy
is to organise and foster grassroots men’s groups and networks.
Community mobilisation requires the formation of partnerships, networks, coalitions, and movements. Efforts to engage men and boys in violence prevention may build partnerships with existing groups and networks
of boys and men (student groups, boys’ clubs, men’s civic organisations and
sports clubs, and so on) and organisations with shared agendas, such as
those focused on gender inequality, parenting, sexuality, or men’s health.
Coalition-building can start with obvious partners such as feminist and service organisations likely to support anti-violence work, but also with more
non-traditional networks such as high school sports teams, businesses, and
corporations (Texas Council on Family Violence, 2010). Violence prevention
may also involve the creation of new strategic or policy entities to engage
men, such as Coordinated Community Response teams, Advisory Councils, or Mobilising Men Taskforces. It is particularly important to build
links between men’s anti-violence advocacy and other feminist and social
justice movements: to foster collective solidarity, expand understandings of
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the links between gender justice and other forms of social justice, and intensify pressure for change (CARE, 2014; Horn, 2013).

How to work intersectionally
Work with men, like all violence prevention work, must also be intersectional. It must reckon with the intersecting forms of social difference and
inequality which structure men’s lives. Gender intersects with ethnicity, sexuality, class, age, and other forms of social hierarchy, such that men in different social locations have differential access to social resources and social
status. Rather than one homogenous ‘masculinity’ therefore, there are multiple masculinities, albeit ordered hierarchically (Connell & Messerschmidt,
2005). An intersectional approach is relevant not only for those men who are
‘other’, who are marked as different from dominant social groups and categories. Instead, all men have ‘culture’ and ‘ethnicity’ and all men are located
in multiple social relations, involving both privilege and disadvantage.
Applying an intersectional approach to violence, and focusing on race
and ethnicity, we can see first that ethnicity shapes women’s victimisation:
women from immigrant, refugee, and ethnic minority backgrounds face
heightened and distinct forms of vulnerability to violence, as well as experiencing culturally specific forms of abuse (Flory, 2012; Menjívar & Salcido,
2002). Ethnicity also shapes men’s perpetration of violence. For example,
immigrant and refugee men may respond with violence to perceived shifts
in family power relations, and may as a result of war trauma respond more
readily with violence (James, 2010). Third, ethnicity shapes the ways in
which perpetrators and their violence are understood and treated – the likelihoods of this violence being criminalised and racialised, or excused and
individualised (Grewal, 2007; Pepin, 2016).
What then does an intersectional approach to engaging men in violence
prevention comprise? I focus here on work with immigrant, ethnic minority,
and indigenous men, although one could just as readily craft an intersectional approach to engaging white, English-speaking men in prevention.
Improve social and economic conditions. The first task is to address the social
and economic conditions of immigrant, ethnic minority, and indigenous
men and communities. Improvements in their material conditions, and in
individual and community empowerment, are likely to lead to lower rates
of intimate partner violence (West, 2008). Education work with newly arrived men from immigrant and refugee communities should address their
pre-arrival experiences of war, torture and trauma, social exclusion, and
precarious legal status (Flory, 2012; Murdolo & Quiazon, 2016). It is also
productive to tackle the social and economic disempowerment that some
groups of men experience in the wake of colonisation and globalisation
(Silberschmidt,

2011).
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Include culturally relevant content. Culturally relevant interventions, tailored
to the specific cultural context and participants, are more effective than
‘colour-blind’ ones (Heppner, Neville, Smith, Kivlighan Jr, & Gershuny,
1999). This may mean designing interventions for their contexts, or adapting existing programs from one context to increase their applicability in another, as has been done with various programs aimed at men (Miller et al.,
2014; Ricardo et al., 2011).
Acknowledge racism and intersectional disadvantage and privilege: Prevention work should challenge racist myths about ethnic minority men’s
propensity for violence against women and highlight the links between racism and sexism and between racist and sexist violence (Funk, 2006). Involving men in critical reflection on their intersecting identities has proven to be
productive in engaging them in anti-violence advocacy (Alcalde, 2014). At
the same time, men may struggle to recognise the diversity of masculinities
in their own lives and communities (Viitanen & Colvin, 2015).
Address culturally specific supports for violence and gender inequality. Violence
prevention efforts should address culturally specific supports for violence
and sexism. These may include theological or faith-based defences of male
authority, local violence-supportive music and film, and so on. For example,
defences of violence or gender inequalities in terms of ‘tradition’ or ‘culture’
can be challenged by placing ‘tradition’ or ‘culture’ in their social and historical context, showing that they have varied over time and are shaped by
external factors, inviting assessment of their positive and negative aspects,
highlighting plurality and dissent, and noting those aspects of ‘tradition’
or ‘culture’ which have already been abandoned as unethical or harmful,
thus providing room for further revisions (Braaf & Ganguly, 2002; Greig &
Peacock, 2005; Venganai, 2015).
Draw on local resources and texts. In turn, efforts in particular communities
also should look for and build on local resources, texts, and norms in promoting non-violence and gender equality. They should make comparisons
with other forms of inequality or unjust power and draw on culturally appropriate texts and stories.
Address men’s experiences of changing gender dynamics in families. When men and
women migrate or seek asylum, resulting shifts in their employment, civil
rights, and opportunities may produce actual or perceived shifts in family
gender roles and power dynamics (Flory, 2012; Murdolo & Quiazon, 2016;
Simbandumwe et al., 2008). Violence prevention efforts can include strategies to help men to cope with changing gender and family roles, whether
through bilingual health education, parenting programs, or programs for
men who are newly arrived immigrants or from new and emerging communities (Department of Social Services, 2015; Poljski, 2011).
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The ‘engaging men’ field is marked by a growing sophistication in both
practice and politics. First, there has been a proliferation in the settings and
life stages at which men and boys are engaged in prevention, and standards
for effective practice in work with men and boys are increasingly visible, reflecting the increasing expectation in violence prevention that practice must
be based on evidence. It is less clear, however, that most actual efforts are
moving closer to established standards for effective practice. Second, there
are signs of an intensifying awareness of the political complexities of involving members of a privileged group in challenging that same privilege. This
is demonstrated by increasing calls for processes of accountability, higher
standards for male allies, growing emphasis on an intersectional approach,
and reflections on the differing implications of representing men as obstacles to, allies for, or stakeholders in gender equality.
The sobering reality is that it is difficult to shift the entrenched gender inequalities which sustain men’s violence against women. At the same time, we
can take heart from the fact that well-designed prevention efforts to engage
men and boys in the prevention of violence can and do make a change. More
widely, while there are regressive social trends that may worsen domestic
and sexual violence, there are also progressive ones: normative and material
shifts towards gender equality, community anti-violence mobilisations and
promising initiatives in programming and policy.
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Chapter 12

Positioning as a tool in work
with fathers who have been
violent in the family
Helena Päivinen, Heli Siltala and Juha Holma

Introduction
Violence and abuse within the family can take many forms. This is reflected
in the variety of terms used in the research literature, which include domestic violence, family violence, intimate partner violence and child abuse. In
this chapter, ‘family violence’ describes physical, sexual or psychological
abuse perpetrated by men towards their (ex-)partners and/or children. Family violence includes intimate partner violence, but is not restricted to it.
Although different patterns of family violence exist, interventions aimed
at violent fathers are clearly needed: most of the violence experienced by
women and children happens within domestic settings and in some cases,
abuse can be triggered by pregnancy or the birth of the first child (GarcíaMoreno, Jansen, Ellsberg, Heise & Watts, 2005; Krug, Mercy, Dahlberg &
Zwi, 2002). Both witnessing and experiencing violence can have severe effects on children’s well-being (Krug et al., 2002; Morris, 2009). In this chapter, we therefore focus on fathers who have been violent in their families. In
some cases, both partner and children have experienced direct abuse and
in others only one or the other. We discuss masculinity and fatherhood as
changing and flexible social constructs and aim to provide reasons and possibilities for addressing these issues in therapeutic work with violent fathers.
One link between violence, masculinity and fatherhood is that normative
discourses of men and masculinity include seeing violence, aggression and
physical strength as natural, biological male traits (Jewkes, Flood & Lang,
2015; McCarry, 2010). Masculinity is also associated with control and dominance, and the father becomes positioned as the ‘breadwinner’ or ‘head of
the family’ (Jewkes et al., 2015; McCarry, 2010). These views contribute to
the opposition between strong, aggressive men and weak, caring women.
Research has shown that such strongly gendered identities are associated
with greater acceptance and perpetration of violence in general, more
family violence, and a tendency to minimise family violence and its consequences (Herrero, Torres, Rodríguez & Juarros-Basterretxea, 2017; Jewkes
et al., 2015; McCarry, 2010; Yamawaki, Ostenson & Brown, 2009). At the
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same time, non-accepting attitudes towards male violence are also in circulation, emphasising, for example, that ‘real men’ never hit women. This view
is reflected in research findings showing that attitudes towards family violence are more strongly condemned when the perpetrator is male and/or the
victim female (Hammock, Richardson, Lamm, Taylor & Verlaque, 2017).
Moreover, caring, attentive and non-violent ‘new’ fatherhood has increasingly gained hold and even become a normative ideal (Eriksson, 2002;
Marks & Palkovitz, 2004). In the Nordic countries this shift has been actively promoted by policy makers, for example through penalising child
corporal punishment and by promoting fathers’ access to and usage of paid
parental leave. Among Finnish fathers, the general acceptance of the ‘new
fatherhood’ as a norm can be seen both in their attitudes and in the increase
in time and care they devote to their children (Huttunen & Eerola, 2016).
However, there is also ambivalence to this new caring fatherhood as men’s
expressed attitudes are not always reflected in their practices. In Finland,
for example, women continue to utilise most of the ‘gender neutral’ parental leave and spend more time on childcare, as child-caring duties are only
partially divided by gender, and fathers of small children tend to work long
hours. Fathers also include ‘passive’ fathers, who do not engage in nurturing
fatherhood, and absent fathers, who do not engage in child-caring duties at
all (Huttunen & Eerola, 2016; Marks & Palkovitz, 2004). Attitudes towards
fathering are influenced by socio-economic factors, such as age and education, and thus the cultural shift towards involved and caring fatherhood
remains on-going and in need of attention from researchers, policymakers
and practitioners (Huttunen & Eerola, 2016). Despite egalitarian policies,
many fathers still use violence, including in the Nordic countries – a fact
that highlights the need for more in-depth analysis on violent men and their
fatherhood (see Gottzén & Berggren, this volume).
Discursive research on violent men has shown that ambivalent discourses
on male violence are reflected in how men talk about their violence and gendered identities. First, men may depict their violence as a rational response to
irrational acts by their partners or as a justified action in an unfair situation
(Anderson & Umberson, 2001; Beiras, Cantera & de Alencar-Rodrigues,
2015; Edin & Nilsson, 2014; Päivinen, Vall & Holma, 2016). Violent fathers
may also have a strong sense of entitlement to unconditional love and respect from their families (Scott & Crooks, 2004). These narratives conform
to traditionally gendered identities, which highlight masculine control and
dominance and differentiate it from feminine emotionality or irrationality.
At the same time, violent men can also disidentify with the ‘abuser’ position,
as it contradicts the socially preferred identities of non-violent, chivalrous,
egalitarian men and caring fathers (Edin & Nilsson, 2014; Gottzén, 2016).
By distancing themselves from ‘real abusers’, through minimising the violence they have perpetrated, men seek to both protect their self-image and
control reactions from their social networks (Gottzén, 2016, 2017). Another
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way of distancing oneself from violence is by adopting a victim position,
as this enables the men to excuse their own violent behaviour. However, at
the same time, to avoid appearing weak, they may also contradict this position by minimising the violence they have experienced from their partner
(Anderson & Umberson, 2001; Edin & Nilsson, 2014; Morris, 2009). Minimisation, justification or taking up a victim position can also happen when
men talk about their own childhood experiences of being objects of violence
(Partanen & Wahlström, 2003; Scott & Crooks, 2004). Many family violence
perpetrators have experienced or witnessed family violence themselves as
children resulting in long-term trauma. Model-learning can have a major effect on how these boys view violence when becoming men and fathers (Krug
et al., 2002; Mohaupt & Duckert, 2016).
The discourses related to violence are complex, but arguably both acts
of violence and the narratives constructed afterwards are ways of (re-)
constructing masculine identities (Anderson & Umberson, 2001; Beiras
et al., 2015; Edin & Nilsson, 2014). Maria Eriksson (2002) describes violence
as a way of ‘doing gender’ for men, that is, aspiring towards ideal concepts
of masculinity and fatherhood, such as strength and dominance. Also noteworthy in this context is how men’s seemingly contradictory anti-violence
narratives and attitudes can serve a similar purpose of ‘doing gender’ by
enabling them to take up a dominant position in which their duty is to protect, guide and control weaker women and children. The processes of (dis-)
identification with different narratives pertaining to masculinity, violence
and fatherhood are clearly diverse and often ambivalent.
This ambivalence not only affects men themselves but also family service
providers and courts, who clearly struggle to combine fatherhood and violence and effectively address this issue (Brown, Callahan, Strega, Walmsley
& Dominelli, 2009; Eriksson & Hester, 2001; Hautanen, 2010). Consequently,
violent fathers are often not held accountable for their violence, instead
mothers are assigned the responsibility to protect themselves and their children (Eriksson, 2002; Eriksson & Hester, 2001; Featherstone & Fraser, 2012;
Keskinen, 2005). The inability or unwillingness to address violence, and the
resulting lack of accountability is also reflected in custody orders, which
are regularly granted to violent parents without proper consideration of the
well-being of the children (Hautanen, 2010). It has been argued that the invisibility of fathers in family-related services reflects patriarchal attitudes by
normalising the unequal distribution of parental care-giving responsibilities
and thus foster a passive and authoritarian fatherhood (Brown et al., 2009;
Eriksson & Hester, 2001). On the other hand, at least in Finland, the ideal of
active and equal fatherhood seems to lead social workers to privilege fathers’
contact with their children, even when they have been violent (Keskinen,
2005).
Nonetheless, the conflict between fatherhood and violence can serve as a
major motivator for behavioural change (McConnell, Barnard & Taylor, 2017;
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Stanley, Graham-Kevan & Borthwick, 2012). Intervention programmes in
Finland, and internationally, have thus increasingly been trying to introduce
a fathering perspective into their work, although the effectiveness of this has
been contested (Featherstone & Fraser, 2012). While comparing interventions
is difficult–due to diversity in goals, and research methodologies–programmes
addressing gendered attitudes and promoting gender equality have been
more effective in reducing violence than programmes taking a gender-neutral
approach or focusing solely on behavioural change (Barker, Ricardo, Nascimento, Olukoya & Santos, 2010; Scott & Crooks, 2004). Societal outreach
programmes also seem to be more effective than individual-level programmes
(Barker et al., 2010). Thus, we argue that masculinity, fathering and violence
should be discussed together and that broader changes – that take cognisance
of gendered identities – are needed to effectively reduce family violence.
The challenges such interventions face include how to motivate perpetrators to change their attitudes towards their children and spouses, how to ensure that attitude changes are manifested in actual behaviours and not only
in ‘talking the talk’ of equality and non-violence, and how to address societal and childhood-related issues in a way that does not encourage violent
men to use these as a further excuse for their behaviour. Exploring gendered
attitudes can be challenging in a cultural environment where ‘everybody is
already assumed to be equal’; yet, on the other hand, egalitarian norms can
motivate violent fathers to take responsibility for their behaviour. Next, we
discuss how these themes may be addressed in clinical work through a discursive approach and positioning strategies.

A discursive approach to working with
violent men
A discursive perspective conceives identity as a fluid and dynamic process
that evolves in each discursive encounter we participate in (Avdi & Georgaca,
2009; Burr, 2003). Identities are formed in relation to cultural ideas and the
current local interactions and identities of others. In this framework, masculinities are viewed as practical accomplishments, as nuanced constructs that
reflect cultural ideas but are not determined by specific male roles (Wetherell & Edley, 2014). Working with violent fathers via a discursive framework
entails focusing on participants’ ways of talking and how the way they talk
either supports or obstructs the aim of ending violence. Moreover, this focus
on language use reveals how individuals’ identities are constructed in conversations by the linguistic choices they make. Hence, we take a discursive
approach both to therapy as well as data analysis.
Identity work can be understood as people’s positioning of themselves and
others in their social interactions, thereby underlining its contextual and dynamic nature (Davies & Harré, 1990). Positioning means adopting or inviting another interlocutor to adopt a conversational stance which implicitly or
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explicitly makes assumptions about the respective rights and duties of each
interlocutor and thus relates to issues like responsibility and accountability,
which are central in the context of violence and its treatment. For example,
a perpetrator can position himself as a responsible father by talking about
caring for his child and regretting his violent behaviour. While positioning has proven a useful analytical tool in psychotherapy research in general
(Avdi & Georgaca, 2009; McLeod, 2011; Sinclair, 2007), it has been particularly insightful in research on family violence interventions (Boonzaier
& Gordon, 2015; Päivinen & Holma, 2012, 2017; Partanen & Wahlström,
2003). Positioning can also be used as a clinical tool in these arenas, as will
be demonstrated later.
In the aftermath of violent behaviour towards one’s family members, contradictions between positions must be renegotiated. Cultural ideas about
how men should behave towards women– for instance, protectively rather
than violently – how romantic partners should provide one another with
emotional support, and how to keep discipline without behaving violently
may create tensions in a father’s masculine identity. Contradictory positions are experienced as problematic and the inconsistent use of discourses
and positions can lead to psychological distress (Georgaca, 2001; Madill &
Barkham, 1997), in turn a risk factor for violent behaviour (Riggs, Caulfield
& Street, 2000). Hence, it is crucial that perpetrator treatment interventions
focus on these contradictions.

Data
The data analysed here are drawn from two treatment programmes for family violence developed over the past 20 years at the Psychotherapy Training
and Research Centre at the University of Jyväskylä, Finland: The Jyväskylä
model and a project on couple therapy for family violence. The participants
in both treatment programmes were all native Finns and most were middle
or lower middle class. Age of the participants varied, with most of the participants in the individual treatment program being 25–40 years old and
most of the participants in the couple treatment programme were in their
forties and fifties. Next, these two treatment programmes are described in
more detail.
The Jyväskylä model of working with family violence is a multi-professional
collaborative project (Päivinen et al., 2016). The project started in 1996 and
is run jointly by the local Crisis Centre Mobile and Jyväskylä University
Psychotherapy Training and Research Centre. These agencies, in close
co-operation with social and welfare agencies and the police, serve both victims and perpetrators of family violence. Interventions for perpetrators start
with individual sessions at the crisis centre followed by a group programme
at the psychotherapy clinic. Earlier, the program only served men, but since
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2017 it has also included women perpetrators in mixed-gender group treatment. During 2001–2015, over 650 men started individual sessions at the
centre and 15% of them transitioned to group treatment. Three-quarters
of the men receiving group treatment either had children of their own or
their partner had children (Aarnio, 2008; Keltikangas & Laaksamo, 2012).
Nearly 80% reported that their children had seen or heard violence taking
place between their parents and half of the participants reported having
been physically violent towards their children.
The Jyväskylä model is strongly influenced by the model of working with
family violence developed at the Alternative to Violence Centre (ATV) in
Oslo, Norway (Raakil, 2002). Treatment is voluntary and implemented in a
non-manualised programme that combines violence-specific interventions
(e.g., safety planning) and a gendered view of family violence combined with
various therapeutic approaches. While a strong moral stance against violent behaviour is taken, perpetrators willing to change their behaviour are
accepted and supported. Interventions are organised around the following
foci: violence, choices, guilt, the ups and downs of the change process, and
masculine identity (Sveins, Holma & Laitila, 2001). Fatherhood and children are issues that are actively raised in the group conversations by both
therapists and participants (Nevala-Jaakonmaa & Holma, 2010; Veteläinen,
Grönholm & Holma, 2013). The programme is family-centred, meaning
that the whole family is perceived as needing help (Sveins et al., 2001). This
also means keeping partner and child viewpoints in mind and introducing
these into the group treatment conversations, including through the use of
positioning.
Another research project at the Psychotherapy Training and Research
Centre focused on couple therapy for family violence. The aim was to evaluate the success of couple treatment for family violence provided by various
social and healthcare services (Vall, Päivinen & Holma, 2018). Thus, the
project involved cooperation between several research centres in Finland.
Data was gathered in these centres between 2009 and 2013. At each site,
couple therapy followed the usual procedures but was conducted by therapists who had received training in violence-specific interventions, such as
making safety assessments, taking an active stance in talking about violence, and making a non-violence contract with the clients at the outset. Altogether 17 carefully screened couples received therapy during the project.
To be eligible for joint treatment, both partners had to be both willing and
able to undertake it and the violent behaviour (typically mild to moderate
forms of emotional and physical violence) should have already stopped. The
therapy process took cognisance of the needs and aims of each couple. If
the violence involved children, this need-adapted approach also took children’s perspectives into account and foregrounded parenting issues in the
treatment plan.
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Contradictory positions of fathers and
addressing these in treatment
Both research projects focused on analysing participants’ ways of talking in
the treatment sessions. In reporting the data has been anonymised. The aim
of this chapter is to answer two questions: (1) what cultural conceptions do
men draw on in positioning the self and others in their treatment conversations concerning family violence? and (2) how do therapists use positioning
to support the goal of inducing change in perpetrators’ violent behaviour?
Fatherhood and violence in contradiction
The Jyväskylä research results showed that perpetrators could move from
justification to responsibility (Nevala-Jaakonmaa & Holma, 2010), negotiate in couple therapy about what constitutes good and inadequate parenting
(Hakala, Jalava & Holma, 2014) and that in their identity work perpetrators drew, in varying ways, on the discourses of the traditional and new
models of fatherhood (Veteläinen et al., 2013). Men may draw on both the
justification and responsibility discourses in the group treatment for family
violence (Nevala-Jaakonmaa & Holma, 2010). When justifying their stance,
the men positioned themselves according to their perceptions of their
rights as fathers. This fatherhood discourse was based on biology and neglected the consequences of violence for their children’s well-being. Sanna
Nevala-Jaakonmaa and Juha Holma (2010) also found that men expressed
feelings of guilt over not being the father they wished to be, but not over
their violent behaviour. Thus, these two positions were also kept distinct at
the emotional level. In the justification discourse, fathers also talked about
violence as the last resort for a parent in raising their children. On the other
hand, the men also drew on discourses of responsibility, seeing themselves
as responsible educators, a perception which also motivated them to control
their behaviour with children, including abstaining from violence. This discourse of responsible fatherhood included psychological and social aspects
of parenting and was often encouraged by the therapists.
Both good and inadequate parenting can be negotiated in couple’s therapy for family violence (Hakala et al., 2014). Clients seem to link good parenting with decreased violence and increased safety for their children as well
as shared everyday life and positive changes in their children and partner.
Parenting was considered inadequate when the clients saw their violent behaviour as making their children feel insecure and causing them harm.
Two distinct cultural discourses that participants drew on in positioning
themselves as fathers were: traditional fatherhood and new fatherhood (Veteläinen et al., 2013). These two discourses, which intersect differently with
masculinity, could both be used by the same men, sometimes in ambivalent ways. The traditional position of a father was constructed as avoidant,
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passive, distant and indifferent as well as authoritarian and derived from
traditional cultural discourses in which the man is seen as the family breadwinner and the educator of his children. When adopting such traditional
fatherhood positions, the men were unwilling to adjust their behaviour and
identity as a man after childbirth. They seemed to lack agency in deciding
their duties and instead accepted the tasks they were offered by their culture
(stereotypical gender identities) or partner. This way a passive, avoidant authority position was constructed:
I have the unpleasant job, my wife has imposed it on me, that I maintain
the, how to punish […] She has said to the children: ‘Wait till dad gets
home, then you’ll behave’. It’s not very flattering that I’ve been made into
an ogre who gets to deal with discipline.
(Mark)
However, the men also actively positioned themselves as head of the family,
thus justifying their use of control in keeping the family together. Hence,
Mark contradictorily surrendered to the expectations of his partner and
culture while simultaneously remaining in control. Both these positions
nevertheless served to justify his behaviour.
The cultural discourses of the new father, in turn, include notions of shared
parenting and involvement in household chores. Anu Veteläinen and colleagues (2013) found that all the men in their perpetrator sample reported aspiring to this idea of fatherhood. When positioning themselves according to
the new fatherhood discourses, the men saw fatherhood as a positive, active,
agreeable position that included caring, empathy and nurturing. The men
talked about having made sacrifices but also considered becoming a father as
contributing to their personal growth. Again, the psychological aspects of fatherhood were emphasised. However, the men also perceived the new fatherhood position as conflicting with their ideas of manhood and masculinity,
which made them feel uncomfortable, as illustrated in the following extract:
That I’ve been so, I haven’t lost my temper or anything, and then I should
also kind of ‘sweet talk’ or something. Makes me feel like a doormat! I
can’t help still feeling like this.
(John)
Hence, identity-work with fathers needs to extend to other areas of manhood and masculinity so that nurturing conceptions of fathering can be
fully accepted as part of fathers’ identities as men. In sum, these research
findings demonstrate the multiple, fluctuating, contradictory ways in which
perpetrators talk about fatherhood, violence and the self in treatment conversations. These contradictions pose a challenge for therapists in helping
violent fathers in their troublesome identity work.
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Positioning as a tool for promoting responsible fathering
Securing one’s relationship with one’s children can be an important motivator of behavioural change in perpetrators of family violence. However,
studies show that such men may be lacking in parental reflective functioning, that is, the ability to recognise a child’s mind and mental experiences
as separate from one’s own, and the capacity to reflect upon their emotional
states and intentions (Mohaupt & Duckert, 2016). The position one takes
inevitably defines the way one sees the world, other people and one self
(Davies & Harré, 1990). Hence, positioning can work as a powerful tool
in widening perspectives and offering possibilities for new kinds of experience in a treatment setting. Also, foregrounding children’s perspectives in
treatment conversations through positioning is not only a way of motivating
men to change but also helps to restore and foster a healthy parent-child
relationship.
Positioning may take different forms and directions. Virve Hakala et al.
(2014) demonstrated how therapists actively introduced the perspective of
children into the therapy conversation by inviting clients to imagine themselves in their child’s shoes. Such positioning is illustrated in the following
example:
If you were the daughter, or daughter who is having a tantrum, and I
were you, and we had a situation where I say that I can’t handle this, I’m
going to take a sedative, what would you think about yourself?
Here the therapist positioned himself as the client and by doing so he highlights the strong emotions of, for example, hurt and fear that the child may
experience in heated interactions, which may serve to make them more
available for the perpetrator to empathise with.
Therapists can also be active in the conversation by reconstructing their
clients’ father positions through their own positioning. For example, Hakala
and colleagues (2014) observed a therapist putting himself in the position of
the client’s child:
If I were a child, would I (maybe) think that I am bad or I am intolerable
or I am unbearable, no-one can stand me?
Through such self-positioning the therapist emphasised the child’s experience of the father’s violent behaviour and invited the client to re-experience
and reconstruct the interactional situation with their family members.
Furthermore, perpetrators were sometimes able to understand the experience of their children by remembering their own childhood experiences of
violence (Jansson & Holma, 2011; Partanen & Wahlström, 2003; Veteläinen
et al., 2013). This remembering involves positioning oneself as a child and
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re-experiencing the devastating consequences of parental violence. By inviting such vivid remembering, the therapists stressed the fear that violence
induces in the victim (Jansson & Holma, 2011). Such a powerful invitation
to inhabit the position of a child can enhance these fathers’ understanding
of their own children’s experiences and help them to adopt the position of a
responsible father, which in turn motivates the cessation of violence.
However, taking responsibility for something that one has tried to resist
doing (‘I’ll never repeat my father’s mistakes’) is often experienced as contradictory, and thus requires persistent therapeutic work. Terhi Partanen
and Jarl Wahlström (2003) showed how men who have been violent in the
family easily position themselves as victims, using their own childhood
experiences of violence to excise themselves from responsibility. However, such self-positioning with reduced accountability was rejected by the
therapists, who carefully refocused talk about the men’s childhood experiences of violence towards empathy with the men’s own children. This
repositioning was done without invalidating the man’s experience: the therapists balanced carefully between ignoring and confronting the position of
non-responsibility to promote a motivation for behavioural change.
Furthermore, Nevala-Jaakonmaa and Holma (2010) showed how therapists supported and tactically utilised the discourses of responsibility.
When concretising violent acts, the man’s agency in electing to use violence
was emphasised. The therapists also sought to broaden the meanings of fathering behaviour by inviting the men to adopt an alternative position, i.e.,
an active and agentic position in situations where they had used violence.
Again, the therapists were actively underscoring the consequences of violence for the children, thereby concretising and offering new meanings and
alternatives that would position the men as responsible fathers.
When working with violent fathers, direct and active talk about violence
and its consequences are possible and necessary. Hakala et al. (2014) found
that therapists not only supported good parenting but also discussed inadequate parenting (e.g., discussing failures, offering psychoeducation) as
possible ways of motivating parents to cease resorting to violence. Therapists actively introduced the issue of violence into the couple therapy conversation, positioning the partners as parents in these situations and thus
intertwining the positions of father and abuser.

Identity work in treatment of fathers
who have been violent
As we have shown, identity work in the context of family violence is embedded in multiple, intersecting discourses on care and parenting and on
men and masculinities. Such identity work is complex and renders the men
vulnerable to feelings of guilt and shame. Even if nurturing fatherhood and
equal partnership are normative ideals in the Nordic context, they are not
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always easily integrated into one’s self and one’s behaviour. Furthermore,
the equality discourse can hide power imbalances and violence if taken for
granted. Therapists are required to be both active in encouraging the men
to challenge their conceptions of manhood and masculinity and sensitive
and empathetic to the difficulty of doing such identity work. In this chapter,
we have demonstrated how positioning, as an approach, can successfully
combine the cultural, interactional and personal levels of identity work. We
have shown how positioning can be used in different ways in treatment conversations. Perpetrators position themselves through various discourses in
seeking to maintain a continuous identity and to justify their choices and
actions. We propose that self-positioning can be used as a tool to diminish
the contradiction experienced in a person’s identity and as an active means
of negotiating responsibility. Therapists, in turn, can invite clients to see
themselves in their children’s shoes or to position themselves as children,
discursive manoeuvres that can promote taking responsibility for one’s behaviour and thus a responsible position as a father. Therapists can also position themselves as children and thus more concretely present the children’s
viewpoint for reflection on by their fathers.
However, the treatment should not only target the father-child dyad. Reconstructing masculinities also requires tackling attitudes towards women.
Hence, men’s identity-work needs to include the spousal partnership. Helena
Päivinen and Juha Holma (2012) have demonstrated how positioning of the
female therapist in group treatment may create possibilities for increased
empathy towards the female partner. As these approaches indicate, work
with violence is a personally challenging task for therapists, requiring them
to reflect on their own gendered positions (Boonzaier & Gordon, 2015;
Päivinen & Holma, 2012, 2017) if they are to intervene in a manner that
promotes perpetrators taking responsibility and increases their empathy towards all the victims of violence. At worst, lack of such reflection can lead
to reinforcing normative forms of masculinity (Schrock & Padavic, 2007).
Thus, self-reflexive discussion must be a component in the supervision of
therapists working with intra-family violence. This in turn facilitates the
introduction of alternative discourses into the conversation and enables clients to reflect anew on their positions as father, partner and man and so
promote a more flexible self-conception and healthy parenting.
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Chapter 13

Re-envisioning interventions
for partner-violent men in
the global South through
decolonial feminist praxes
Taryn van Niekerk

Introduction
The perpetrators come and give information to you, it impacts you.
Your values get to be challenged as a practitioner, how you perceive
women, how they perceive women, how they perceive themselves and
how you perceive them might be completely different so one has to create a space of talking about that.
(Madoda, 30 years of age)
This chapter engages with the complexities of identity and power in the
space of anti-patriarchal criminal justice interventions for partner-violent
men, from the vantage point of counsellors, such as Madoda1 above. Madoda, a counsellor based at a Cape Town non-governmental organisation
(NGO) in South Africa, facilitates a perpetrator programme for intimate
partner violence (PPIPV) that employs the cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT), psycho-educational, radical feminist model, and utilises the
group treatment modality (Padayachee, 2011). The primary purpose of
this PPIPV model is to (1) stop abusive patterns of behaviour (2) protect
victims, and (3) hold men perpetrators accountable, focusing on gender
power and control, and life skills such as conflict and anger managements
(Padayachee, 2011). This PPIPV model is commonly adopted by civil
society organisations in South Africa that provide services to perpetrators who are court-mandated to attend such programmes (Boonzaier &
Gordon, 2015).
Perpetrator programmes in the South African context are relatively
under-developed; however, those that do operate – such as the Cape Town
PPIPV noted above – are largely modelled from batterer intervention programmes (BIP) for court-mandated men, established and practiced in Western Europe and North America (Boonzaier & Gordon, 2015). Much of
these BIP models are standardised and employ a group format that involves
disrupting patriarchal, violent masculinities through re-education and
consciousness-building – and through the recognition of men’s privilege,
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power and control over women – to ultimately construct pro-feminist, egalitarian masculinities (Babcock, Green & Robie, 2004; Gadd & Jefferson,
2007). Through its position that violence is a learnt behaviour that has the
potential to be unlearnt, the model additionally incorporates features of
CBT (Babcock et al., 2004). Furthermore, globally we see a trend as the majority of batterer intervention programmes, located in North America and
Western Europe, are designed specifically for court-mandated men, Englishspeaking groups and ‘with a particular cultural background in mind’
(Boonzaier & Gordon, 2015, p. 1098; McCloskey, Boonzaier, Steinbrenner &
Hunter, 2016).
Although regarded as a best practice approach, the above model, adopted
in the South African context, however, has been criticised especially in terms
of its ineffectiveness amongst clients court-mandated to attend such programmes. One of the primary issues foregrounded in the literature – both
internationally and locally – speaks to the problematics around the extent
of the desired ‘change’ achieved by the clients, and particularly around issues of resistance when it comes to their alignment with an anti-patriarchal
pro-feminist consciousness (Ratele, 2015; van Niekerk & Boonzaier, 2016).
The conditions under which men are expected to engage with the problematics of patriarchal masculinities are important. Kopano Ratele (2018)
describes pro-feminist masculinity as a set of practices supportive of feminism and against patriarchy and patriarchal masculinity as one that endorses men’s power over women, other men and children. He suggests that
in the context of patriarchal societies where most men may not support
anti-patriarchal interventions, the disruption of such practices is unlikely
to take hold especially in situations where they feel ‘forced’ or compelled to
do so. As Ratele (2018) argues, ‘it is not easy to turn men into profeminists’
(p. 94), even for those men who have experienced oppression through colonial white patriarchal domination.
Ratele (2013) suggests that public and political discourses of profeminist and egalitarian masculinities in South Africa are positioned as
middle-class, Western constructs, and particularly as ‘anti-African’
(p. 257), creating a disconnect with the meaning of profeminist masculinities amongst some black 2 South African men and reinforcing the problematic silencing of the geopolitics of masculinities. Attention to structural
and identity markers of poverty, unemployment, race and class relations,
and cultural traditions are deeply implicated in the movement towards
profeminist subjectivities amongst South African masculinities but this is
not always made central and addressed in local gender-critical work on
men and masculinities (Ratele, 2015). Furthermore, South African PPIPVs
that adopt the CBT, psycho-educational, radical feminist model have been
described as a shaming experience for South African partner-violent men,
with further implications for the ways in which this shaming intersects
with their experiences of marginalisation and structural oppression more
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broadly (Boonzaier & van Niekerk, 2018). Ratele (2018) argues that judgmental and shaming dialogue can be problematic in terms of cultivating a
profeminist consciousness amongst men marginalised through their race
and social class.
Although there is need to advance research on men’s experiences of attending these programmes in the South African context where such scholarship is still in development (e.g., see van Niekerk & Boonzaier, 2016), less
is known about how the PPIPV model – adopted in South Africa drawing
on commonly employed BIPs in the global north – frames the space within
which partner-violent men interact with counsellors, particularly in southern contexts. Given the centrality of social workers3 in delivering the programme content and cultivating a profeminist non-violent consciousness
for men clients, surprisingly little has been done in the way of centring the
meanings they yield from facilitating these programmes. The work by Floretta Boonzaier and Sarah Gordon (2015) is an exception in the South African context, as they draw on interviews conducted with men and women
who provide counselling services to partner-violent men, understanding the
intervention space as a social encounter and arguing for greater attention
to the intersubjectivities produced in this context. In centring the counselling context as the primary intervention ‘moment’, they suggest more
complex models of identity and identification that transcend standardised
interventions and approaches adopted globally (e.g., the CBT, psychoeducational and radical feminist model). Literature suggests that standardised
approaches to intervention models fail to take into account the social, political and contextual nuances that shape responses to IPV, as well as the
characteristics of the perpetrator and counsellor (Gadd, 2004). I build on
the arguments presented by Boonzaier and Gordon (2015), advocating for
attention to be paid to this broader context in addition to the subjectivities
of counsellor and client that are deeply implicated in the process of mobilising men towards non-violent, egalitarian masculinities, and towards the
development of a theoretical model more applicable for those living in the
global South.
This chapter additionally situates itself within growing critiques and concerns around the employment of the Euro-American cognitive-behavioural
therapy (CBT), psycho-educational, radical feminist model in intervention
practices with partner-violent men and its problematic application in a
global Southern context, such as South Africa. For example, literature suggests that in the South African context, the currently adopted PPIPV model
fails to capture the complexities of men marginalised at the intersection
of their race and class, thereby centring men’s identities as perpetrators
whilst eradicating all other subjectivities (Boonzaier & van Niekerk, 2018).
Although we see global shifts in how gender and oppression have been theorised through various forms of feminist inquiry, interventions models in
South Africa have not been similarly adapted, and therefore tend to follow

Re-envisioning interventions

187

a unilateral feminist approach that primarily foregrounds an analysis of
gender (Boonzaier & van Niekerk, 2018). This argument is furthermore
propelled by critiques by black feminists and some critical men and masculinities scholars. These scholars argue that some forms of feminist theories and activisms located in the global north – in their positioning as
‘producers of knowledge’ (Connell, 2014) – largely favour the interests of
the middle- to upper-class, white, cisgendered individuals thereby imposing
western feminist values on others (Boonzaier & van Niekerk, 2019; Connell,
2014; Kurtiş & Adams, 2015; Mohanty, 1988). This should not, however, discount the invaluable contributions by western and radical feminist theory
in bringing partner violence – that was and continues to be privatised and
silenced – into the public sphere, as well as the importance of gendered
power analyses in the context of IPV (Thornberry, 2010). Although, I do
argue that more engagement is required with the question of relevance for
various feminist forms of inquiry across global Southern contexts to critically interrogate the epistemic violences and silencing of experiences that
potentially come with adopting culturally inapplicable programme models
in such contexts.
This chapter draws on individual interviews with men and women based
at an organisation in Cape Town, South Africa who are social workers and
have had experience in facilitating the PPIPV to facilitate dialogue around
the possibilities for re-imagining these intervention practices more relevantly in the South African context. This civil society organisation is one
of the few primary organisations across South Africa that provides services
to court-mandated men using the PPIPV model discussed earlier (Boonzaier & Gordon, 2015). I interrogate how facilitators make meaning of their
engagements with men court-mandated to attend these programmes at the
intersection of clients’ and facilitators’ identities marked by gender, race
and social class. Based on this interrogation I argue for the development of
programme models that: 1) are built on theory generated in the south and
for people located in the south, and 2) that centre black feminisms – some
of which emerge from the global north – through a focus on intersectionality (e.g., Collins, 2010; Crenshaw, 1994; hooks, 2004), progressive feminist
work on the continent, notably, decolonial feminist methodologies (e.g.,
Kessi & Boonzaier, 2018) and 3) that understand intimate partner violence
(IPV) against women as embedded in multiple systems of domination and
oppression. In this way, the chapter mobilises transnational north-south
dialogues (see Shefer, Hearn & Ratele, 2015) in its arguments for more relevant intimate partner violence intervention models in the South African
context. Finally, I envision a decolonial feminist approach to intervening
with partner-violent men in the South African context as one that disrupts
the epistemic violences legitimated through some northern theories that
misrepresent local knowledges in the south, and the dominance of hegemonic, Euro-American-centric modes of theorising that shape knowledge
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economies in the south, ‘silencing their positionality and location’ (Connell,
2014; Kessi & Boonzaier, 2018, p. 304; Shefer et al., 2015).

The study
This chapter draws on ten individual semi-structured interviews4 conducted with men and women based at an NGO in Cape Town, South Africa who have experience in facilitating the PPIPV as well as counselling
the men within the programme. The primary mission of the NGO – which
will remain anonymous under the ethical terms and agreements between
research parties – is its focus on crime and violence prevention, and its offering of criminal justice services through diversion programmes as alternative
forms of sentencing undertaken by individuals who are court-mandated after having committed criminal offences.5 Their PPIPV typically runs over a
20-session period and the central topics engaged with in the organisation’s
intervention programme include: ‘masculinity, patriarchy, gender roles, socialisation, victim empathy, power and control’ and life skills, such as, ‘conflict and anger management’ (Padayachee, 2011, p. 75). Social workers in the
current study explained that the groups are typically composed of between
10 and 15 participants and are co-facilitated by two social workers, preferably one man and one woman.
The counsellors who took part in the study all had some experience in facilitating the intervention programme for men, but also in facilitating other
diversion groups such as the anger management, offender reintegration, and
adult life skills programmes, to name a few. Seven of the counsellors identified as cisgender women, and the remaining three, as cisgender men, while
two racially identified as white and eight as black. The counsellors had a
mean age of 38 years and an average of approximately 5 years’ experience in
working in the field of domestic violence against women.
Through a constructionist thematic analysis that foregrounds language,
the co-construction of subjectivity and power, as well as resistance (Braun
& Clarke, 2006), I focus on the discourse of a profeminist consciousness and
engage with data from social workers to advance arguments for a decolonial intersectional feminist model for intervening with men who have been
violent against women partners in South Africa. Through its interrogation
of the meanings expressed by social workers in relation to their counselling of partner-violent men, this chapter grapples with the politics of difference and meaning of humanising engagements in the counselling space.
Furthermore, it engages with what these issues mean for the development
of a decolonial feminist intervention model that foregrounds a pro-African
profeminist consciousness. I conclude the chapter by suggesting ways in
which to move forward and in terms of building theory from local forms of
knowledge in the context of anti-patriarchal and anti-violent interventions
for partner-violent men.
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The politics of difference: intersubjectivities
at the intersection of gender, race, class
and sexuality
The interrogation of ‘difference’ and non-identification between client and
counsellor requires attention in the counselling encounter, especially in its
capacity to shape power dynamics. Boonzaier and Gordon’s (2015) South
African study illustrates the ways in which multiple interlocking identities
of age, race, gender, social class and cultural backgrounds intersect and
shape the counselling context, having endless possibilities for both men
and women counsellors and their men clients who had perpetrated violence
against women partners. In relation to the data yielded from the current
study, some facilitators spoke directly to the challenges in engaging with
men at the point of assessment, and how the intersubjectivities of counsellor
and client manifest through divisions and similarities of gender and race:
I’ve had some men that are abusive towards their wives that are very
strict in their uhm… ‘I’m the man of the house, how dare you!’ and
also, I’m a woman working with them and I’m white! And often my
clients are African6 or ‘coloured’,7 and they think ‘why should I listen
to this young, white social worker who is a female to tell me that I’m
being abusive to my wife? I’m the man of the house and I give her the
things. She must meet my needs’. I’ve had a client say ‘as long as she
meets my needs and does what I want her to do, then we’re fine… then
we’ll be fine’.
(Ally, white female, 25 years of age)
In reflecting on how her racialised and gendered identity as well as age
might filter into the counselling space, Ally addresses these complex dynamics as a young white woman and positions her whiteness as an obstacle to relationship-building in a therapeutic context with clients who might
identify as being black. As a young woman who identifies as ‘white’, she later
adds: ‘It’s always a racial thing, ya… especially with me [laughs] in [Community]’.8 More so, she identifies the counselling context as a space in which
patriarchal norms can be reproduced, and where women counsellors find
themselves subjugated and silenced in relation to men clients. In reflecting
on her own upbringing she describes herself as taking after her mother who
‘would never let anyone walk all over her’ and would not ‘be submissive to a
man’, she adds that she comes from a:
[…] very different culture to my clients, and I have to respect where
they have come from. They haven’t come from you know […] they don’t
have the role models in their life to show that ‘you don’t need to live
like that’.
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Ally narrates the stark difference in backgrounds between herself and her
clients, which was similarly noted in her earlier extract related to her youth
and whiteness, and how she positions herself in a historically marginalised
community. A large majority of the organisation’s clientele reside on the
peripheries of Cape Town’s privileged centre with a number of satellite offices providing direct counselling services in impoverished, marginalised
communities. Although Ally acknowledges the power dynamics and its implications for her gendered and racial subjectivity in the counselling space,
she also constructs this ‘difference’ between herself and clients as inherent
and fixed, having the outcome of ‘othering’ Black bodies. Ally’s cultural
and racial binarism positions her and her clients as ‘very different’ in terms
of ‘where they have come from’, and she adds that ‘they don’t have the role
models in their life to show that “you don’t need to live like that”’. In this
way, Ally tends to reinforce problematic discourses of black people and
black communities as ‘inherently violent’ (see Boonzaier, 2018), unable to
exit the cycle of intergenerational violence on account of a lack of ‘role models’, thereby individualising a problem that is more reflective of a matrix of
structural oppression. Alexandra Rutherford (2018) suggests that such neoliberal perspectives are built on the belief that individuals can control the
circumstances of their lives and are based on principles of individualism,
and assumptions around choice and agency. These perspectives fail to pay
attention to the complex structural inequalities and violences faced by such
communities that keep them in cycles of intergenerational violence.
Ally’s extracts above speak to the complex interplay of raced and gendered
identities in the counselling space where there is a constant shift in power
emerging from notions of ‘difference’ – but that also have the potential to be
exclusionary and silencing. Although more complex models of identity and
identification in the context of interventions are necessary, I argue that the
notion of essentialised ‘difference’ – without acknowledgements of power –
may stifle the development of a decolonial feminist consciousness, amongst
both counsellor and client. This is important for the acknowledgement of
how patriarchy may function in the counselling space to silence and subjugate women counsellors but also how this intersects with race, difference
and power for both counsellor and client. In building a decolonial feminist
consciousness amongst counsellors working towards gender justice, it will
allow close attention to be paid to complex issues of power and entanglements of identity in the intervention space.
In another case, Joyce, a 45-year-old woman who identifies as ‘coloured’,
suggests that being a man or ‘from another race’ might shift the power dynamics in the counselling context in her favour, and may grant her more
respect from the clients.
Some come in with the intention to dominate […] They want to speak
over me, some will answer what they want to and not what I asked.
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Some want to (laughter), some refuse to answer what you ask or they will
give you minimal detail […] if it is, I would say a woman from another
race it would be different. I think if it is a man it would be different […]
It’s because I am Afrikaans speaking, I am not English speaking – it
is like they see you are just a ‘coloured’ woman. They have their own
preconceived ideas.
Joyce remarks on a few aspects of the counselling context that make her feel
subjugated and silenced, namely, manifestations of patriarchy (‘Some come
in with the intention to dominate’) as well as subtle interactions undergirded
by racialised discourses (‘if it is, I would say a woman from another race
it would be different […] It’s because I am Afrikaans speaking, I am not
English speaking – it is like they see you are just a “coloured” woman’).
Joyce’s commentary on language use in the counselling space could be read
in various ways; however, through a reflexive reading into our interaction, it
appears as if she is communicating with me on the basis of assumed shared
understandings, particularly shaped by our shared raced and gendered subjectivities as self-identifying ‘coloured’ cisgender women. Through attention
to more locally produced knowledges of colouredness and femininities, it
could be considered that Joyce is specifically speaking to the complexities
of ‘coloured’ identities. She appears to draw on dominant discourses of
colouredness and social class that position middle-class English-speaking
‘coloured’ people as worthier of ‘respect’ (see Adhikari, 2006; Erasmus,
2001). The complexity of ‘coloured’ identities, respectability and shame
have been engaged with in more depth elsewhere (see van Niekerk, 2019)
and is beyond the scope of this chapter. However, I argue here that building
a decolonial feminist consciousness in the counselling space requires that
locally produced knowledges are centred to engage more fully with the nuances of local identities and issues of ‘difference’. Local identities are formed
through unique histories and oppression that can only be fully grasped in
that context, indicating the importance of using local knowledges to more
relevantly shape intervention and counselling practices.
A decolonial feminist model for criminal justice intervention work
with partner-violent men is one that more relevantly theorises about a
pro-African, profeminist consciousness for the men and women engaged in
this exercise. It is built from local knowledges and experiences and requires
a broader focus beyond gender, towards complex issues of power and powerlessness implicated in identities of race and social class, not only in relation
to clients, but counsellors too. Although there is a need to refrain from reproducing demonising positionings of black men in the programme context,
this similarly applies to the complex entanglements of power and powerlessness that may be co-produced between women counsellors and men, who
both identify as black. The reproduction of colonial tropes that position
black people and black communities as pathological require attention in
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the context of the counselling encounter where subjectivities of race, class,
gender and sexuality – to name a few – between counsellor and client intersect to produce a particular experience. Importantly a decolonial feminist intervention design that is sensitive to cultural backgrounds is one that
needs to counter a Euro-American model that assumes an English-speaking
audience (Boonzaier, 2008; see also Shefer et al., 2015 for the ways in which
power relations are reproduced through language). In this regard, the ways
in which patriarchal ‘talk’ and unequal gender relations are reproduced, not
only through gendered interactions, but also through race and social class
can be unpacked.
Boonzaier and Gordon (2015) engage with the ways in which nonjudgmental dialogue in the counselling space might allow for these perceived ‘fixed’ differences in identity to be transcended. In a similar vein, in
Ratele’s (2018) engagements with those involved in the Fallist movement9 at
the University of Cape Town, he explained the importance of entering into
‘authentic, non-patronizing’ and ‘non-hierarchical’ dialogue with young
black men and women about patriarchy and gender relations through ‘gender critical “brotherly” or “sisterly” engagements’ (p. 101). However, what
might this look like in the context of complex power dynamics expressed
by the counsellors above? This is engaged with in the next discourse about
locating identities and decolonial feminist humanising engagements with
clients.

Locating identities and decolonial feminist
humanising engagements
I really try to not see all my clients as perpetrators – that’s the difficult
thing.
(Ally)
The above statement captures the tensions described by Ally and other
counsellors in humanising perpetrators and undertaking the rehabilitation
process without stigmatising them. The data in this study enabled an understanding of how counsellors engage in dialogue with clients and how meaning
is made of humanising both client and counsellor. The key issues expressed
by some women social workers were around how to engage in transformative, education – but non-judgmental – dialogue with men without resorting
to shaming or stigmatising mechanisms, which can be problematic in terms
of cultivating a profeminist consciousness amongst masculinities marginalised through their race and social class (Ratele, 2018).
For this reason, social workers prioritise what they call risk-based assessment as a way to contextualise men’s lives. The risk-based assessment is a
screening process that evaluates men’s risk for future perpetration of violence against partners and assists with the identification of suitable diversion
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programmes (Padayachee, 2011). While some described this process as rudimentary, others used it to obtain holistic assessments to contextualise
the men’s lives. All counsellors described themselves as the ‘voice’ of men,
offering them fair representation in line with the ethos of the organisation,
especially in the context of dominant public discourses that position all men
perpetrators as the same and as the vilified (see Corvo & Johnson, 2003).
Audrey (39 years of age) expresses the importance of conducting individual
assessments with clients to explore:
The social background of the perpetrator – was he maybe exposed to
domestic violence? All that kind of stuff. As a child, did he witness any
domestic violence? Any trauma that he went through?
Furthermore, obtaining contextualised information was additionally important when the presenting problem was not IPV but rather substance
abuse, which Linda says, manifests as a consequence of ‘emotional pain from
childhood and unresolved issues and trauma’ that shaped their present-day
perpetration of violence against partners. Linda (45 years of age) provides
an example of a case where looking into men’s backgrounds was critical:
Once we’d gone through a few intensive sessions with them I found out
that some of these men were actually sexually abused. […] Sometimes
they haven’t disclosed to anybody also so it becomes something fresh
again because we’re rehashing, you know… and then really going back.
Trying to really fit the pieces together for them to make them understand, you know… where they’re at. Why they react the way they do. I
think ultimately to try and deal with that to move forward.
Understanding men’s histories and their pain was part of contextualising
men’s lives, according to Linda, and part of bringing them towards an
understanding of how they came to arrive at the PPIPV and their current
situations. Counsellors’ humanising approaches to contextualising men’s
lives resonate strongly with psycho-analytical approaches to therapeutic
interventions, that have been shown to have global reach and have largely
been developed as part of the body of work on critical men, masculinities
and violence studies in global northern contexts (e.g., Gadd & Jefferson,
2007; Jefferson, 1996). They have additionally been central to some interventionist work with partner-violent men in the global north, shaped by
psycho-educational and CBT approaches that focuses on men’s recognition
of their own and others’ emotions (see Dutton & Corvo, 2006). Although
regarded as important strategies employed to humanise engagements with
men in the context of interventionist work, these psycho-analytical approaches have additionally been critiqued for their narrow assessments of
men’s lives through the lens of individual – psychological investigation and
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the scant discussion related to gendered power relations and how this power
is shaped through complex relations of race and class (Messerschmidt,
2005). In a global Southern post-colonial context, such as South Africa,
where divisions of gender, race, class, histories, and locations cannot be imagined outside their complex interplay with each other, there is a need to
develop these northern theories to more relevantly reflect located and decolonial engagements on emotion work.
I therefore argue that an important aspect of developing these northsouth dialogues towards decolonial feminist humanising intervention work
with partner-violent men requires not only attention to men’s individualised backgrounds but also intersectional attention to gender, race, class and
importantly, historical traumas that recognise both client and counsellor’s
situatedness within a colonial patriarchal context (van Niekerk & Boonzaier, 2019). Importantly, my arguments for decolonial feminist humanising engagements should not be read as admonishing men of their gendered
power and responsibility for their perpetration of violence against women
partners, but rather as a prerequisite for the project of gender justice and as
an approach that is valuable in moving men, located in the global South,
towards a transformative, non-violent, profeminist consciousness.
A decolonial feminist consciousness to humanising engagements in
interventionist work with partner-violent men has already taken root in
the South African context through theory, but not yet through practice.
A key problematic emerging from South African scholarship on marginalised masculinities addresses the question of how to humanise men who,
by living in the context of colonial patriarchy, simultaneously occupy
positions of power and powerlessness (Boonzaier & van Niekerk, 2018).
These knowledge projects that work to critically engage with the meanings
around humanising men marginalised at the intersection of their racialised and social class identities, yet who subscribe to patriarchal and violent gender relations, include the South African work of Ratele (2013, 2018)
who interrogates the ways in which such individuals paradoxically deal
with their own pain and insecurities through harming others. He proposes
a situated social-psychological profeminist praxis that foregrounds the ‘realities’ and materialities that men encounter in the work to attain gender
justice (Ratele, 2018). Others have spoken to the importance and value in
employing interventions that privilege the voices of those who have been
subjugated through economic, racist and sexist ideologies allowing them
to narrate their pain and traumatic histories (Boonzaier & van Niekerk,
2018; Sonn, Stevens & Duncan, 2013; van Niekerk & Boonzaier, 2019) but
importantly, also to bring these individuals to a point of understanding
that they will not be ‘humanised by hurting others’ (Ratele, 2018, p. 95).
These local knowledges point to the need to develop pedagogies and ways
for counsellors to engage with men, through practices that centre this
focus on men as simultaneously powerful and powerless.
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Non-judgmental, non-patronising and non-hierarchical dialogue in the
counselling space is positioned as central to transcending differences and
engaging respectfully on sensitive issues of patriarchy and gender relations,
especially in relation to people with cultures that have been historically colonised (see Ratele, 2018). In building on these important decolonial feminist
theorisations from local knowledges in relation to the need to humanise in
the counselling space and to engage respectfully, it becomes clear that ‘the
subjectivities of client and counsellor need to be written into the work with
men and violence against women’ (Boonzaier & Gordon, 2015, p. 16).

Re-imagining a decolonial feminist praxis for
engaging with partner-violent men: A way forward
In this chapter, I have interrogated the ways in which current intervention
practices with partner-violent men in the South African context, shaped
by the Euro-American radical feminist approach, fail to capture the complexities of intersubjectivities and identity in the South African context.
In starting a process of considering how an IPV model – theorised in the
south for people in the south – may be materialised, I propose that a decolonial feminist approach which centres local knowledge projects should be a
point of departure for re-envisioning intersubjective engagements between
counsellor and client. However, this should not discount the important contributions emerging from global northern contexts on critical men, masculinities and IPV interventionist work, but should rather harness north-south
dialogues where possible to develop this body of work, and importantly, to
increase relevance in global Southern contexts. In addition, such an agenda
should centre on approaches that acknowledge the ways in which colonialism involved the assertion of not only racist domination but also heterosexist and gendered domination, complicating some forms of mainstream
radical and western feminist models and discourse that assume a sole focus
on gender as central to addressing patriarchy and violence against women.
The importance of such a focus was evidenced through intersubjective encounters between counsellor and client, shaped through entanglements of
gender, sexuality, race, class, histories and location. These identity markers
shaped the counselling space between women and men and served to complicate the various counselling approaches that they aimed to employ.
I conclude by reflecting on the question posed by Ratele (2018) in his engagements with young black university youth in Cape Town, South Africa:
‘is there domination within the spaces aimed at challenging domination?’
(p. 95). This question becomes critical in the dynamic space of the intervention programme targeted at ending men’s violence but also attempts to
transform men’s gendered practices towards a more profeminist masculinity. Through a decolonial feminist agenda, I engaged with the connections between the knowledges centred in the intervention space and the
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reproduction of oppressive power relations to ask what engagements might
make this domination – but also resistance – possible and how this shapes
interactions between facilitators and clients. Envisioning a decolonial feminist praxis for anti-patriarchal, anti-violence, profeminist intervention practices for South African masculinities would require that gender and race
are situated at the forefront of such practices. Also, keen attention needs to
be paid to manifestations of power and resistance by both client and counsellor. Importantly, it is through understanding counsellors and clients in
relation to multiple intersectional identities and through historical traumas,
that will allow us to refrain from feeding into individualising discourses that
make gender and race a problem of the individual without acknowledging
the complex socio-political implications of subjectivity.
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Notes
1 Pseudonyms are employed to ensure confidentiality and all personal identifiers
have been removed to protect the identities of study participants.
2 I speak inclusively to the experiences of black groups, thereby referring to all
people oppressed under white domination. In referring to racialised groups as
‘white’ and ‘black’, I also acknowledge the importance of resisting the essentialist racial categorisations imposed by the apartheid government, yet also recognise the sense of solidarity between all of those who were, and continue to be
oppressed.
3 I use the terms ‘facilitator(s)’, ‘social workers’, and ‘counsellors’ interchangeably
to refer to the groups of practitioners based at the organisation, tasked with
facilitating the PPIPV at the organisation.
4 The data used in this chapter emerges from a larger, ongoing study which has
obtained ethical approval and examines the social and collective features of IPV
amongst a range of actors, including partner violent men, and employs critical
qualitative methods and feminist methodologies in the interest of privileging the
voices of participants.
5 In the context of cases related specifically to domestic violence, the Domestic
Violence Act 116 of 1998 allows individuals experiencing domestic violence
to apply for a protection order, and if successful, a copy of the protection order is served to the abusive partner. In the event that the protection order is
contravened by the accused, the person is expected to appear in court (South
African Department of Justice, 1998). Sentencing is dependent on the severity
of the case, with less severe cases or first-time offenders seen as ‘low risk’ and
therefore more likely to receive a suspended sentence involving court-mandated
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participation in a diversion programme for perpetrators of IPV – such as the one
offered at the organisation.
‘African’ groups are referred to here as the indigenous Bantu-speaking peoples
of South Africa.
The South African term, ‘coloured’, refers to the diverse group of individuals
argued to hold their origins in a range of ethnic groups, from Cape slaves, the
indigenous Khoisan population to ‘other people of African and Asian descent
who had been assimilated into Cape colonial society by the late nineteenth century’ (Adhikari, 2006, p. 468). As partial descendants from European settlers,
coloured people have often been perceived of as ‘mixed race’, holding intermediate status between the historically dominant white minority and the substantial
African population (Erasmus, 2001). I place ‘coloured’ in inverted commas in
this paper to acknowledge the importance of resisting essentialist racial categories imposed by the apartheid government. However, I also recognise the sense
of solidarity between all those who identity as ‘coloured’ and those who were
and continue to be oppressed.
To ensure confidentiality, all information and details that could potentially reveal the organisation were removed.
Over the past few years there has been widespread activism at university campuses
in the name of the #fallism movements. These movements have been broadly described to centre a call for decolonisation in spaces of knowledge production,
across the global north and south (e.g., #RhodesMustFall in South Africa and at
Oxford University; #AsiGanaChile – The Chilean Student Movements; #RoyallMustFall at Harvard University – see for example https://www.theguardian.
com/education/2016/apr/13/racism-harvard-law-school-slaveholder-seal).
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Chapter 14

Rethinking masculinities,
culture and interventions
with partner-violent men
in Brazil
Adriano Beiras

Introduction
Research on men, masculinity and violence in Brazil has been triggered by
a variety of actions and interventions stemming from international discussions, non-governmental organisations, UN recommendations and contemporary feminist challenges. In recent years, studies on transfeminism,
transsexuality and trans masculinity, as well as research on racism and
black masculinity have garnered significant academic attention. Within the
judicial field, recent legislative changes have included increased penalties for
men who commit violent offences, including legislation regarding femicide
and homophobic discrimination. These scholarly and legislative developments have provoked some groups whose actions have resulted in several
setbacks that threaten the advancements made in public policy. In particular, there has been a significant upsurge of moral and political conservatism in the country, and as a result of the reactions of ‘machos’ against the
achievements of the feminist and LGBT movements, masculinist discourse
has once again come to be valued. Consequently, some groups of men in
Brazil have gradually come to perceive gender research as a threat to their
privileges and access to power. They have responded violently and glorified virility and the combative, uncontrolled and dominant macho. Current masculinist politics also include calls for the right to carry weapons
(especially by men) and the emphasis on two binary and stable genders. The
advances in the rights of women and LGBT people – together with a wider
discussion in the media and the judiciary regarding human rights and violations committed against these groups – have made it an everyday topic of
discussion among the general Brazilian public. It is also a recurring issue on
the national political agenda as these advancements are perceived as challenging established norms and traditions, where they are especially seen as
a threat to religious morality and the culturally established gender order on
a majority-Christian continent.
Seen in this context, the aim of this chapter is to discuss the challenges
of engaging men in combatting violence against women in Brazil. This
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objective is approached through a critical discussion about the epistemological and methodological backbone used in group work involving men who
are perpetrators of intimate partner violence (IPV). In the following, I will
first discuss Brazilian legislation and public policies around violence against
women. I will then present an overview of research on partner-violent men
in Brazil and particularly discuss the epistemological perspectives of studies
about men and programmes for perpetrators of IPV, as well as debates about
theoretical and methodological approaches in this work. I will focus on socalled reflexive groups, as it is a popular model of intervention with perpetrators in Brazil. I conclude the chapter by identifying future challenges
and arguing for the value of interventions that consider cultural aspects and
intersectionality, particularly in regards to the important discussions taking place in the feminist movement. In addition, I defend methods built on
democratic and reflexive practices that enable discussions about, and the
transformation of, gendered discourses and practices.

Legislation, public policy and intimate
partner violence
There have been legislative advances in Brazil regarding violence against
women, particularly since the introduction of the so-called Maria da Penha
Act in 2006, which includes punitive actions and public policy measures to
combat IPV (Pasinato, 2016). The law recommends setting up group programmes for male perpetrators of violence against women but does not
detail how they may be implemented. A recent amendment nevertheless
indicates that offenders must attend group and/or individual psychosocial
treatment. If a man is found guilty of violence against women within the
family, the court may require such an intervention. The Maria da Penha Act
was introduced now over a decade ago and group treatment programmes for
perpetrators are only beginning to be established in the country. An example of more rigorous legal measures that have recently entered into force, is
the law against the killing of women, which was passed in 2015 (Law 13.104).
The provision treats femicide as a form of homicide and includes an increase
in the severity of the punishment imposed. These legal developments have
increased the visibility of violent crimes against women in the country. Brazil is one of few countries with a national policy on men’s health, and with
a specific government office responsible for its implementation; violence is
one of the areas highlighted in the policy (Lima & Schwarz, 2018).
Nevertheless, there are significant obstacles to ensuring the effective implementation of interventions on a national scale based on these national
policies and legislative changes. There is still no inter-sectorial policy work
that promotes communication between areas of health and prevention on
the one hand, and, victim support on the other. Consequently, the work with
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offenders falls under a number of different governmental agencies. Despite
legal progress in various areas, significant challenges therefore remain in
consolidating and putting into practice violence interventions that can be
both effective and efficient. There is particularly an urgent need for work in
raising public awareness, increasing professional training and prevention
efforts.
It is also interesting to reflect on how these and a number of other Brazilian laws have employed the term ‘man’. In their analysis of official Brazilian regional and national legislation and public policies, Banin and Beiras
(2016) show that in most of the policy documents related to violence, men
are equated with assailants. It is necessary to broaden understandings of
men and masculinity within this context in order to develop interventions
that focus on care and protection, not merely punishment and blame. Moreover, it is important to expand meanings and definitions of masculinity to
also include a diversity of experiences based on race, ethnicity and other
social categories, that is, the different intersectional positions that men inhabit (Gonçalves, 2017; Nogueira, 2017). The policy text that provides the
most comprehensive consideration of the term ‘man’ is found in the national
policy on men’s health, which emphasises the need to change men’s relationship to care and to develop specific policies to promote this (Banin &
Beiras, 2016).

Perpetrator programs for intimate partner
violence in Brazil
One of the recommended interventions in the Maria da Penha Law is groupbased programmes with men who have committed IPV. Before this law was
introduced, a few non-governmental organisations (NGOs) had already
started group work, such as the Noos Institute (in Río de Janeiro, but currently only operating an office in São Paulo). NGOs in the states of São
Paulo (Feminist Collective) and Minas Gerais (Albam Institute) had also
been pioneering work in this area. A study that mapped the available treatment programmes for perpetrators of IPV in Latin America showed that,
at the time, most services of this type were carried out by NGOs (Toneli,
Lago, Beiras & Clímaco, 2010). One of the most significant countries with
most treatment programmes was Mexico, which was not only a pioneer
but had also developed the best theoretical and methodological structures;
methods that since then have been replicated in other Latin American countries. Latin American interventions tend to be more psycho-educational
than perpetrator programmes in Europe and the US, which are often therapeutically oriented. That is, rather than simply being an individual or
psycho-pathological issue, IPV is understood as a broad, social problem and
a by-product of inequality, gender power and machismo. Machismo is a colloquial term in Portuguese and Spanish, which refers to traditional attitudes
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about how men and women should behave and emphasises masculine virility, strength and superiority. The focus on masculinity is partly due to that
the feminist movement, who has been influential in the field, has sought to
discuss machismo and women’s rights, not merely social stereotypes and
divisions of household labour (cf. Hester & Newman, in this volume).
There has been a growing number of perpetrator programmes implemented by different governmental agencies, operating under different regulations and directives since the introduction of the Maria da Penha Law.
As such, there is need to improve communication between different service
providers (Beiras, 2014; Beiras & Nascimento, 2017; Beiras, Nascimento &
Incrocci, 2019a, 2019b). In a country so vast and diverse, with significant
regional differences, one of the main challenges is to strengthen and consolidate existing interventions with violent men. A number of studies have
pointed out the need to create a unified national public policy on the implementation of interventions for male perpetrators of IPV, through guidelines,
recommendations, networking and national dialogue (Acosta & Bronz,
2014; Beiras et al., 2019a, 2019b; Beiras & Nascimento, 2017; Toneli, Beiras &
Ried, 2017). It is important to develop a minimum standard of quality that is
informed by the international recommendations that exist regarding interventions with partner-violent men.
The difficulty of consolidating a unified national policy also meant that
many early programmes were unable to secure reliable funding and other
resources (e.g. organisations, networks, standards) and as such were unable
to continue with their activities. The aforementioned mapping studies confirmed this problem and also identified that many intervention programmes
had not standardised their contents, methodologies, number of sessions and
theoretical perspectives, not to mention objectives and evaluation systems.
I maintain that groups focused exclusively on educational aspects achieve
a few of their objectives if they fail to getting violent men involved and help
them think about and change how they relate to masculinity and violence.
Another issue regards which sector can most effectively deal with IPV?
In Brazil, the perpetration of violence has been seen primarily as a legal
matter that should be addressed exclusively by the criminal justice system.
This negatively impacts the social welfare services, which have become
primarily concerned with interventions aimed at victims and the socially
and economically deprived (Cardoso & Beiras, 2018). According to Cardoso and Beiras (2018), Brazil’s national social welfare services would be
best suited to respond to IPV, in particular if they develop their directives
and train staff that work with violence. However, the centrality of the punitive approach forestalls actions that move beyond the judicial accountability of partner-violent men. Even so, group treatment programmes have
been established in some cities, such as in Blumenau municipality in the
southern state of Santa Catarina (Bortoli & Zucco, 2016). There, the social
welfare services have worked with partner-violent men for over ten years, in
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cooperation with other social services and the criminal justice system (Bortoli & Zucco, 2016; Cardoso & Beiras, 2018; Garcia, 2018). In addition, the
implementation of this programme has been consolidated under municipal
law. This suggests that responses to partner-violent men should be a collaborative effort between the social welfare and legal services, since perpetrator programmes should be understood not exclusively as punishment but
rather as restorative, transformational measures that promote citizenship
(Beiras, Moraes, Rodrigues, & Cantera, 2012; Soares & Gonçalves, 2017).

Theories and methods in perpetrator programmes
In the human sciences, research on men and masculinities has gathered momentum in recent decades as a response to the challenges from the advances
made by the feminist movement and women’s studies. New research centres
have been created, especially within psychology departments and often in
association with NGOs, promoting research on paternity, sexual and reproductive health, youth, men’s health, and – somewhat later – men’s various
forms of violence (Beiras, Nuernberg & Adrião, 2012). In Brazil, researchers
and NGOs focusing on men and violence against women have mostly applied poststructuralist (Beiras & Canteira, 2014; Beiras, Benvenutti & Toneli,
2016), social constructionist (Antezana, 2012; Beiras, 2012; Beiras & Bronz,
2016) or intersectional perspectives (Gonçalves, 2017; Nogueira, 2017). Some
have argued that it is important that studies of masculinity and violence also
include discussions from queer theory, contemporary feminism (Viveros,
2009) and transfeminism in order to redefine the field of gender studies on
men (Nogueira, 2009). As Chagoya (2014) points out, it is important to develop discussions about masculinities and their policy implications that look
beyond changing the behaviour of individual men. Regarding men, masculinities and IPV, this would imply that discussions of power relations, norms,
modalities and structures that preserve an unequal social order also need to
be considered. The challenge is to carry these theoretical and epistemological discussions into professional practice in perpetrator programmes (Beiras
et al., 2016). Another challenge is identifying the place of men in feminist
thought – especially since the distance between academia and practice often
persists, as does prejudice against feminist theory and the feminist movement among those who work with men.
A range of theoretical and methodological approaches for interventions
with violent men have been developed within research. In Latin America,
most such theories are of a social and feminist nature. Nevertheless, it is
necessary to problematise which feminist perspectives influence these practices and how masculinity studies are employed as a tool in existing theoretical analyses and methods. While hegemonic masculinity theory inspired
approaches (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005) predominate in Brazilian and
Latin American perpetrator programmes, there is nonetheless important
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dialogue with other contemporary feminist theories, mainly in regards to
the concept of gender as a norm and Judith Butler’s (1990) theory of performativity. Despite epistemological differences between these perspectives,
in practice, they are frequently combined to create transformative interventions and reflections concerning gender relations. Practitioners use these
perspectives without becoming preoccupied with their differences, rather
they are applied as interpretive tools for informing practice.
At the same time, most Brazilian perpetrator programmes focus on patriarchy, men’s aggressiveness and acts of violence. I think we need to move
beyond this approach in such interventions. It may, for instance, be relevant
to explore how masculinities are constructed as well as their effects, especially as they relate to how violence is legitimised. A more political and deconstructionist approach to masculinities is valuable, for instance inspired
by the work of Judith Butler and Michel Foucault. From such perspective,
men and masculinities could be conceptualised as empty social and cultural
constructs, allowing for the development of intervention methods based on
a critical perspective of society and gender. This would enable critical reflection of the social, cultural and relational construction of masculinity, as well
as promote an empathetic commitment to women and other men in society.
In this sense, I argue that it is necessary to think about the construction
and deconstruction of subjectivity through reflective-critical and constructionist methods in group intervention with perpetrators. It is also important
to reflect on the ethics and moral judgments involved in the perpetration
and justification of violence and how it relates to subject formation. Gender
is here understood as a way to organise social relations; it is constructed and
defined by norms, as well as the possibilities and boundaries for the moral
judgments that account for behaviours in our society.
From such a perspective, Garcia (2018) explores the narratives of partnerviolent men to analyse which social mechanisms serve to justify violence,
as well as construct the socially and culturally acceptable ways of resolving
spousal conflicts. She takes Butler’s work as a basis to analyse the production of subjectivities, of partner-violent men themselves, as well as others, in
these narratives. In their stories, masculinity and violence were associated
with honour, male dominance, being the family provider, aggression and
virility, and a distancing from femininity and homosexuality. When the men
felt threatened in their idealised masculinity, violence was a possible way to
compensate for this. The woman partner was presented as responsible for
the violence, as they would argue, she failed to fulfil her normative and subjugated role as a ‘good’ and ‘respectable’ woman. Some of these aspects were
also found in a study carried out in São Paulo (Prates & Alvarenga, 2014).
Nevertheless, there are various local cultural and social factors involved
in producing justifications and feelings with respect to violence. In Brazil,
there are significant cultural differences between the northern and southern
regions due to differences in colonial history, economy, culture and religion.

206

Adriano Beiras

The industrialised and metropolitan areas in the south and southeast (São
Paulo, Porto Alegre, Rio de Janeiro) are characterised by an international
and diversified urban culture. Rural areas in the south are largely influenced
by relatively recent European migration, particularly from Italy and Germany. In contrast, there are remote indigenous groups, fishing communities
in the North, and large black populations in the northeast, whose cultures
are influenced by a mix of Christianity and African religions. These and
other regional characteristics create distinct ways of understanding gender
relations and masculinity. It is therefore important to highlight the diverse
cultural aspects and intersectionalities that contribute to the rationalisation
of men’s violence and how the connection between violence and masculinity
is reinforced.
In perpetrator programmes, I argue for interventions with men in the
form of reflective groups (Beiras & Bronz, 2016). In particular, Andersen’s
(1999) reflective process methodology can help to create a respectful democratic dialogue. Within this methodology, reflection is understood as significant shifts in feelings and meanings that have been spurred by questions
that stimulate debate rather than aiming to provide absolute truths. The
primary goal of the reflective group is to enable discussions that allow for
the possibility of change and expansion of the participants’ understanding
of the topics discussed. To accomplish this, facilitators must be trained in
non-violent communication that facilitates empathy and works to counter
paralysing norms, traditions or other barriers to change. Positioning can be
used here as a tool within reflective groups (see Päivinen, Siltala & Holma,
this volume), by applying a decolonial feminist perspective that considers
local knowledges and unique histories of oppression to shape interventions
(see van Niekerk, this volume). The reflective group methodology employed
at the Noos Institute is largely inspired by social constructionism, system
theory and the pedagogy of Paulo Freire (Beiras & Bronz, 2016). The group
sessions include different topics chosen by the participants, with the aim to
prompt dialogue and new ways of understanding violence and masculinity,
which are synthesised at the end of each session. The idea of bringing men
together to propose critical reflections, deconstructing concepts and emotion management is essential in the reflective group approach. However, as
pointed out by Beiras and Bronz (2016) and Billand (2016), it is also important to relate to feminist theory and masculinity studies to avoid destructive homosocial processes, antifeminist sentiments and lack of empathy for
women.
In Brazil, the use of the term ‘reflective groups’ has gained prominence in
violence intervention work, but the meaning of the word ‘reflective’ varies.
Many groups in Brazil use the concept while retaining a more educational
or didactic model that lacks the capacity to achieve subjective involvement,
identification or deeper reflection. In their study of a group programme with
male perpetrators of IPV that used didactic methods, Billand and Paiva
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(2017) showed that participants changed their attitudes towards gender and
violence, but the group did not bring about more significant change in the
men’s relationships with their partners.
To facilitate reflection, it is necessary to have a minimum number of
sessions that can produce suitable group involvement and a nurturing and
healthy setting for an exchange of experiences among the participants. The
international literature recommends anything from 16 to 26 sessions, up to
over a year (e.g. Montero & Bonino, 2010). In Brazil, 10–12 sessions are suggested as the minimum (Beiras, Nascimento & Incrocci, 2019a, 2019b); nevertheless, many interventions merely seek to raise awareness about violence,
explain the law and train perpetrators in anger management, forming only
4–5 sessions for institutional reasons. This number is inadequate to enable
reflection, subjective and behavioural change, and may in fact increase the
risk for more violence.
Another aspect that needs to be considered is the individual work of the
facilitator in setting up these groups. In the South African context, Boonzaier and Gordon (2015) argue that intersubjectivity within the group
setting, and what it produces, are important to analyse in perpetrator programme research. The achievements of the group intervention cannot be
evaluated without reflecting upon what happens in the encounters between
participants and facilitators. It is necessary to consider the facilitators’ gender, race and class as important aspects that influence the response and the
success of group interventions. Billand (2016) has analysed male facilitators
and group participants’ attitudes toward women and women’s rights in Brazil. He found that the groups often focused on the rights of the men and their
victimhood, while the complexity of violence within intimate relationships
was simplified. Billand also shows that participation in a reflective group for
violent men forced the male facilitator to confront his own constructions
of masculinity which enabled him to develop an approach in the interactions with the men which was characterised by caring (Billand & Molinier,
2017; cf. Bjørnholt & Rosten, this volume). It is nevertheless important to be
aware that other care-related synergies may occur among men when they
share their fears and propose solutions and exchange experiences (Billand
& Paiva, 2017). It is therefore crucial to proceed with caution in this aspect
to guarantee reflections that take into consideration both empathy and the
relational connection to women’s experiences to enable transformations
that achieve gender equality and relational commitment. Thus, Billand and
Paiva (2017) maintain, interventions should not be based on developing caring relationships between men who are aimed at improving masculine identity or focuses on men’s own happiness, or even on reflections about spousal
conflicts. It is necessary to also develop critical reflection about power and
dominance in gender relations, as well as a political, macro-social and integrative perspectives on the broad social and relational needs of men and
women.
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Future challenges and final reflections
There has been much progress over the years in Brazil with respect to work
with male perpetrators of IPV. However, there has been a lack of critical
reflection regarding the implications of these interventions and their effectiveness, in the quest to put an end to violence and achieve gender equity. We
need more dialogue between the various actors and sectors currently working with perpetrator interventions in Brazil. In addition, local knowledge –
including cultural aspects, regionality, intersectionality and experiences of
colonisation – must be integrated with international discussions in the field
of men, masculinities and IPV. It is also important to develop dialogues
between different health, social work and legal agencies.
At the same time, we need to pose several questions to conceptualise future research in this field. In recent decades, significant developments have
included increased involvement of the judiciary in family conflicts and increased criminal accountability of partner-violent men. However, excessive
judiciary involvement impedes collaborative, democratic and dialogical
interventions that are important in eliciting non-violent, relational and
empathetic responses. Such responses may serve as important examples in
the mediation of the conflicts that occur as part of everyday family life.
Methods that are centred only on punishment, hierarchies of knowledge,
imposition of lifestyles and moral judgments are not effective in achieving
individual, local and social transformation.
It is fundamental to consider which concepts have proven useful in developing an understanding of masculinity and violence in interventions. To
what extent are we succeeding in developing interventions that affect human relations, privileges, power relationships, relational empathy, and the
desire for broader positive societal change? Is this the time for extremely
high hopes and expectations with respect to interventions? Can we expect
these spaces to produce new understanding of masculinities, relationships
and violence? Has masculinity studies been sufficiently concerned with
these questions in regard to contemporary discussions of society and feminist theory? How will this field be affected by the significant conservative
moral turn, which demonises gender studies and values authoritarian and
anti-democratic sentiments?
Taking these questions into consideration, it is important to point out
that there are significant limitations to dealing with IPV exclusively as a
psycho-pathological or cognitive problem. It is necessary to develop interventions with regards to cultural aspects, intersectionalities and decolonisation efforts, as well as discussions taking place within the feminist
movement. Reflective groups with perpetrators offer the possibility of discussing, transforming and presenting new ways in which men can relate to
women and other men. Research and practice continue to be developed in
Brazil, often inspired by the teachings of Freire (1979; 2003), geared toward
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a learning process that is grounded in the particular setting and experiences
of the learner, these efforts continue in research and practice in Brazil. It is
advisable to integrate these lessons into emotions management and learning
values and ethics, redefining and reconstructing masculinity for the sake of
social justice, democracy, diversity and equity.
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