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Abstract 
Hansén, Caroline (2024). (In)Vulnerable Masculinity – Men’s Narration 
and Identity when Experiencing Violence from a Female Partner, 
Linnaeus University Dissertations No 531/2024, ISBN:  978-91-8082-174-
2 (print), 978-91-8082-175-9 (pdf). 

The complex realm of intimate partner violence (IPV) against men by 
female partners continues to be under-researched in Sweden. The lack of 
knowledge and recognition regarding the impacts and dimensions of 
violence that men face can severely affect their self-perception and 
masculinity. The thesis is anchored in the objective to describe and analyse 
men’s lived experiences of (diverse dimensions of) violence perpetrated 
by a female partner, the men’s reactions to their experiences, and what 
subsequent effects these experiences have on their sense of self and 
masculinity. Employing a narrative methodology, the study captures the 
experiences of 21 men to illuminate the complexities of male vulnerability 
and victimhood. Although no man explicitly voiced being a victim of IPV, 
the men’s narratives implicitly convey the essence of being subjected to 
something and indicate that the men’s experiences do not fit with the 
public and prevailing narratives of gender and IPV. 

The thesis employs a hermeneutical approach to delve into the men’s 
narratives, integrating theoretical frameworks on masculinity, liminality, 
possible self, and the concepts of epistemic injustice, definitional 
hegemony, and definitional dialogue. These concepts frame the men’s 
struggle for recognition and understanding within societal and 
authoritative contexts, where their experiences often clash with prevailing 
narratives of gender, IPV, and institutional biases. The findings portray the 
men’s efforts to reconcile traditional masculinity while they are in limbo 
and trying to (re)construct their sense of self. The intricate dance between 
outward perception and inner turmoil invites a critical re-evaluation of 
complicit masculinity within the realm of IPV, urging a departure from 
rigid masculine archetypes towards a more inclusive, empathetic 
understanding of masculinity that embraces the multifaceted realities of 
these men’s lives. Such findings have led to the development of the 
concept of piloting masculinity, which illustrates the men’s trajectory of 
entering and leaving liminality, while reconstructing their identities into a 
new possible self and embracing vulnerability.  



This thesis provides a comprehensive understanding of the men’s lived 
experiences, challenging conventional gender narratives and highlighting 
the need for a more inclusive discourse on IPV that acknowledges male 
victims. It emphasises the necessity for systemic changes in order to 
recognise and support men better through IPV and its aftermath. 

Keywords: male victims, male victimhood, female-perpetrated violence, 
lived experiences, (gender) identity, IPV, epistemic injustice, definitional 
hegemony and definitional dialogue, recognition, liminality, possible self, 
piloting masculinity, (in)vulnerable masculinity, the new man 
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Never doubt that a small group of 
thoughtful, committed, citizens can 

change the world. Indeed it is the 
only thing that ever has. 

 (Margaret Mead) 

 



 

 



 

 
 

It’s time… 
… to talk about the emotional rollercoaster of writing a thesis, and honestly, 
now that I’ve reached the end of the ride, there’s only one word that fits – 
FINALLY! Of course, there’s a bittersweet feeling arriving at the end, with 
a mix of anticipation and curiosity about what’s waiting for me in the future. 
For almost seven years, I’ve had a pretty clear idea of what each new day 
and challenge would bring. I know calling it a journey is a bit of a cliché, 
but what a journey it’s been! Writing a thesis is often seen as a solitary task, 
and in some ways, it is. My journey has also meant meeting many new 
people during numerous travels and PhD courses. I’ve had the privilege to 
go places I probably wouldn’t have otherwise. Experiencing this adventure 
has been one of the most uplifting things I’ve ever done, and it wouldn’t 
have been possible without all the people who willingly have provided help 
or shown support along this zigzagging road. There isn’t enough space to 
express my gratitude to everyone; I’m sure you all know who you are. Yet 
some deserve shout-outs and acknowledgements now that I, after years of 
forging my path, have reached the end. 
 
My unique journey allowed me to meet 21 men whose stories are the 
foundation of this thesis you’re holding (or reading online). I got to travel 
around Sweden and meet all of you. I deeply respect and admire your 
generosity and courage in sharing your stories – without you, this thesis 
wouldn’t exist. Thank you for placing your trust in me. I’m sincerely 
grateful to you all! 
 
Regarding this thesis, ‘To be or not to be’, I want to mention my supervisor, 
Torbjörn Forkby. Torbjörn, you’ve probably shaken your head in disbelief 
at my ‘wrong’ choices over the years. In hindsight, I know I would have. 
Especially since those choices have made my journey more circuitous than 
necessary, but not to forget – way more enriching and fun. When I hit a cul-
de-sac, you repeatedly showed patience, for which I’m grateful. In my most 
confused moments, you always managed to steer me right with your endless 
ideas, vast knowledge, and tireless engagement. Thank you for your support, 
constructive guidance, and belief in me. You’ve pushed me beyond my 
limits, which I genuinely appreciate (even if it hasn’t always seemed like it). 
You encouraged me to take on challenges I’d previously avoided, leading 



 

 
 

me to present my research ideas to different organisations, participate in a 
panel debate at a national conference for professionals, and even submit 
abstracts to various conferences – because apparently, just attending to listen 
isn’t an option! This was not without a good dose of nervousness, 
performance anxiety, and stage fright, but it was also SO much fun! None 
of these unforgettable trips and memories would have been possible without 
your guidance or grants. “Thank you” hardly seems enough to describe my 
feelings when reflecting on my years as a doctoral student with you as my 
supervisor, but for lack of better words – my deepest thanks! Although it 
goes without saying, the responsibility for any shortcomings in the thesis 
falls solely upon me. 

 
It’s well known that journeys are best when in company, and I’ve been lucky 
to have had that in the form of my fellow doctoral students. We are a group 
that started in 2017, and we have followed each other’s paths. I want to thank 
you for all the spontaneous conversations on our floor – which, 
unfortunately, ended abruptly when COVID-19 paralysed the world and 
social distancing became our new reality. Our talks covered everything 
under the sun, with shared laughter and confusing frustration. I especially 
want to thank Marcus Weckström, Henrik Örnlind, Maria Nordstedt, 
Lagunathan Govender, and Lindita Aliti. Thanks also to all the other 
doctoral students who have either left or joined the group over the years and 
whom I’ve gotten to know. 
 
I’d like to thank Åsa Söderqvist Forkby for friendship, support, walks, and 
wise and encouraging words along this bumpy road. Additionally, I want to 
express my gratitude to past and present colleagues at the Department of 
Social Work at Linnaeus University in Växjö and Kalmar for being generous 
with advice, guidance, and valuable input I’ve received as a doctoral student 
during informal chats during fika, lunches, and my seminars – you know 
who you are! 
 
Many remarkable people have brightened my time in various ways, along 
with all the detours. Charlotte Lebeda Henriksson, I’ve been able to vent 
solemn and joyful things with you, and I appreciate your problem-solving 
skills and keen ability to listen. Thank you for your friendship, support, and 
encouragement. Not to forget the pompoms! 😉 Ellen Sverkersson popped 
up like a dandelion through the asphalt on another detour. Your funny 



 

 
 

answers to all my questions about academia’s unwritten rules have made a 
significant difference, but in life in general, too. Thank you for all the hour-
long talks on the phone while walking separately in Växjö and Kalmar. 
We’ve tackled various obstacles in life by crawling under, jumping over, or 
taking another roundabout way to outsmart them. I’d never heard of the 
sport of ditch-diving before I met you, and what surprised me the most was 
that you have a championship medal in it. 😃 My whole-hearted thanks for 
your friendship, support, and encouraging words on this emotional journey 
with countless high peaks and deep valleys. Thanks for all the joy you bring, 
your empathy, being such a good listener, and always being there when I 
need you! I can’t remember whether it was on a peak or in a valley that 
Martin Kvist popped up like a jack-in-the-box. What else is there to say 
other than thanks for all the jokes and laughter? I hope there will be more of 
that in the future in the company of Caroline Falck and other colleagues in 
Kalmar and Växjö. 
 
On tours outside Linnaeus University, I’ve had the privilege of getting to 
know Kristina Bromark and Sandra Andersson. We’ve followed each other 
from afar during our ‘fika’ over Zoom, where we’ve exchanged our 
experiences of being a doctoral student but also in life outside of academia. 
Kristina and Sandra, thanks to both of you for your encouraging words and 
friendship! And Sandra, thanks for inviting me to lecture on men’s 
vulnerability and victimisation at Karlstad University. Ellen Parsland, 
although your affiliation is with the doctoral program at Lund University, 
we got to know each other. We’ve exchanged thoughts and ideas. Thanks 
for your wise words, and good luck with ‘purgatory’! 
 
I never thought I would be pushed to present my research at conferences, 
but that path has become an exciting avenue. During these conferences, I 
have had the privilege of travelling with others and alone, each journey 
equally valuable, enlightening, and memorable – either almost missing the 
flight to and from Helsinki, Finland or getting lost both driving and walking 
in Oslo, Norway – the GPS and I aren’t good friends. In the fall of 2022, I 
crossed the Atlantic to Toronto, Canada, where I made new contacts, making 
this stay particularly meaningful and special. I want to thank Professor Ben 
Hine and PhD student Hannah Micklizt for your encouraging words when I 
was nervous and for becoming my partners in crime in exploring Toronto’s 



 

 
 

nightlife and its daytime adventures. Thank you both for making this 
conference epic! 

 
I also want to thank all the wise people who’ve read my texts at various 
crossroads. Special thanks to Marie Eriksson and Marcus Weckström, 
Veronika Burcar Alm and Lindita Aliti, and Lars Plantin for taking the time 
to read and provide me valuable comments at my planning, mid-way, and 
final seminars. All your comments have been insightful, forward-looking, 
and inspiring as I’ve passed each new milestone. I’m grateful to Philip 
Lalander, my examiner, and Veronika Burcar Alm, who proofread my work, 
for your meticulous reading before and after my final seminar. Your 
feedback has been valuable! Johan Rosquist, thank you for reading and 
commenting on specific extracts of my thesis. A genuine thank you to Susan 
Canali for proofreading, language reviewing, and editing my thesis. It’s 
been educational and fun, and for that, I’m very grateful!  
 
A special thank you to all the people I’ve met relatively recently and friends 
I’ve known for many years. The stops I’ve made to chat, have a fika, or 
simply take a walk have been necessary to recharge my batteries – you know 
who you are. While I’m on the subject of recharging, I want to say – Erik 
and Elin, Mats and Erika, Björn and Sandra, thanks for our relaxing and fun 
spa weekends! Daniel and Anett, thank you for all the fun moments with our 
families. Thanks to all of you for giving me something else to think about 
that makes me laugh and reminds me of what’s necessary in life. Ursula, 
thank you for all advice you’ve given me throughout this journey.  
 
And to the Phalp family in Newcastle upon Tyne, England – thank you for 
being there! Your trio holds an extraordinary place in my life and heart. 
Sonya, thank you so much for explaining various technical terms and legal 
concepts in English. Your knowledge of the British legal system has been 
much appreciated and valuable. Thank you for being there whenever I need 
you the most! 
 
To all the professionals and volunteers who voluntarily participated and 
shared your experiences and knowledge about meeting people in vulnerable 
situations, mainly victims of intimate partner violence or domestic violence. 
Thank you for your time and your commitment! Although your stories are 



 

 
 

not included in this thesis, they have contributed to increased knowledge on 
domestic violence and men’s victimisation and vulnerability. 

 
As I approach the end of this thesis journey and finish my grateful 
acknowledgements, some people have been a part of my life long before my 
academic journey began: my parents, sisters, and grandmother. I’ve been 
lucky to have all of you by my side. To Grandma, thank you for all the 
understanding, encouragement, and support and for telling me I can do this. 
To Mum and Dad, thank you for giving me the strength and courage to 
always follow my own path and stand my ground for what I believe in. This 
thesis is proof of that! Camilla and Cajsa, my amazing sisters with families, 
thank you for enriching my life and making it more exciting and fun. You 
are all, in your unique way, the absolute best! To my extended in-law family 
– thank you for your support and understanding!  
 
Finally, I want to thank my very own family. Filip and Lucas, you have 
given me so much joy and love. I am so proud of you. I love you to the end 
of the universe! Patrik, there are no words to describe how I feel about you. 
I’m so grateful for sharing what’s essential in everyday life, such as jiffies, 
with you. Thank you is definitely not enough when I think of you and all 
you’ve done for me and our boys – you are my rock and guiding light! Your 
support and belief in me surpass all limits; you’re amazing! You make it 
impossible not to love you with all my heart! Thank you for always giving 
me all the time I needed to finish this thesis. And you know what? It’s 
finished, and I couldn’t have done it without you!  
 
This journey has now come to its end, and I can end it by saying that writing 
my thesis has been one of the most demanding and challenging things I’ve 
ever done, but at the same time, it has been the most fun and inspiring thing 
I’ve ever done. So, with these final words, it’s time to hand off what has 
been a big part of my life for the past (almost) seven years. I’ve finished 
writing for now, and it’s time for something new to follow (although I will 
never leave this topic behind). With these words, the only thing left to say 
is: Enjoy life and to be continued… 

 
Caroline Hansén 
On a train between Växjö and Stockholm, May 2024 
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Summary 
This thesis delves into the complex experiences of men subjected to intimate 
partner violence (IPV) by female partners, seeking to illuminate how these 
experiences shape their self-perception and masculinity within a societal 
framework that often stigmatises victimised men. It investigates the journey 
from men’s initial connection to their partners to the abuse and power 
imbalances, challenging the myths and societal barriers that intertwine with 
prevailing notions of masculinity and that hinder men’s acknowledgement 
and disclosure of their abuse. The research is driven by the objective to 
describe and analyse men’s lived experiences of (diverse dimensions of) 
violence perpetrated by a female partner, the men’s reactions to their 
experiences, and what subsequent effects these experiences have on their 
sense of self and masculinity. The following questions have been answered.  
 

1. How do men make sense of their experiences of IPV carried out 
by a female partner, and in what ways are these experiences 
conveyed?  

2. What challenges do men encounter when seeking 
acknowledgement, legitimacy, and understanding for their 
experiences? 

3. How do men’s experiences of IPV affect their sense of self and 
perception of masculinity?  

4. What navigation strategies are used in (re)shaping their 
masculinity when reconciling their experiences? 

 
Furthermore, the thesis depicts the societal context of male victimisation, 
the manifestations of coercive control, and the impact of IPV on men’s 
identities, introducing nuanced understandings of IPV that go beyond 
traditional gender roles. The thesis scrutinises the implications of such 
violence on men’s identities and the complex interplay between gender 
norms, societal expectations, and the lived realities of male victims.   
 
The chapter Piecing the Paths Together describes my narrative approach, 
and how this has contributed to the methodological foundations in exploring 
men’s lived experiences. Inspired by the tradition of storytelling, this 
approach is central to capturing the complexities from the perspectives of 
21 male victims, age 32 to 65, emphasising the role of their meaning-making 
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process while conveying what they endured during an intimate relationship, 
and for some men, how a form of separation violence continued afterwards. 
The narrative approach adopted in this thesis serves not only to collect and 
analyse men’s stories, but also to underscore the ethical considerations 
inherent in conducting such sensitive research. The methodological choices 
reflect an understanding of the power of storytelling in making sense of 
events and experiences, particularly in personally and socially complex 
narratives. These men were recruited through specialised IPV units within 
social services, voluntary organisations supporting male victims, and 
secluded groups on social media, ensuring a diverse sampling. The research 
process involved careful recruitment and interview strategies designed to 
respect the topic’s sensitivity and ensure the participating men’s 
confidentiality and well-being. The study also highlights the emotional toll 
sensitive research can take on both the participants and the researcher, 
pointing to the ethical considerations at the core of this thesis.  
 
As the thesis navigates the intricacies of men’s narratives, it confronts the 
broader societal and academic scepticism that might question the credibility 
of male victims’ experiences. The chapter reflects on the researcher’s 
introspection regarding potential biases, the difficulty of accurately 
representing complex narratives, and the struggle for a balanced 
interpretation of participants’ stories. Concerns about the researcher’s role, 
for example the risk of being perceived as a ‘useful idiot’ for controversial 
narratives, are addressed. This discussion underscores the ethical and 
methodological strategies implemented to maintain a professional and 
respectful stance throughout the research process. The data analysis was 
further enriched by adopting a hermeneutical approach, which seeks to 
interpret men’s stories within the broader tapestry of sociocultural context 
and gender dynamics. In short, the chapter outlines a methodological 
journey that leverages the power of narrative to explore and understand 
men’s experiences of IPV.  
 
The chapter Assembling the Maze of Knowledge offers a multidimensional 
view of IPV by synthesising diverse perspectives through the lenses of 
gender power dynamics, societal norms, and historical influences. The 
chapter weaves together a comprehensive overview of the topic and builds 
on this foundation, examining the roots of gender power and hierarchy and 
revealing how societal structures historically have favoured male 



(In)Vulnerable Masculinity 
 

 
iii 

dominance, thus shaping contemporary understandings of IPV. Further, the 
systemic gender imbalance is highlighted, as well as the role of patriarchal 
structures in perpetuating IPV from a feminist perspective.  

 
This exploration goes deeper in the chapter Theoretical Lenses, where the 
thesis engages with diverse theoretical frameworks to dissect the narratives 
surrounding masculinity and IPV. It draws upon Giorgio’s ideas of 
definitional hegemony and definitional dialogue, alongside Fricker’s 
examination of epistemic injustices, to dichotomise narratives around 
masculinity and the official responses to IPV. By highlighting testimonial 
and hermeneutical injustice, Fricker’s work underscores how societal biases 
affect the recognition and validation of men’s experiences with IPV, 
emphasising the influence of societal power dynamics on knowledge and 
understanding. The chapter transitions into a comprehensive discussion of 
the social constructionist perspective of gender, questioning traditional 
gender norms and binaries and building on this foundation. It delves into 
hegemonic masculinity and calls for an inclusive understanding that 
appreciates the diversity and fluidity of masculinities. This part of the 
chapter, titled Dismantled Masculinity, contemplates the evolving nature of 
masculinity influenced by societal and individual factors, advocating for 
wider discourses on masculinity.  

 
In the context of IPV, the emphasis is placed on recognising men as 
vulnerable victims and confronting conventional gender narratives that 
often marginalise their experiences. The chapter navigates the 
transformation and development of masculinity as a response to IPV, 
illustrating how men adjust and redefine their identities by merging 
traditional and non-traditional masculine traits. The chapter lays a nuanced 
foundation for analysing men’s experiences of IPV by utilising theoretical 
lenses of masculinity, liminality, and the possible self. It underlines the 
importance of acknowledging masculinity’s transitional and fluid nature, 
spotlighting the potential for personal growth and identity transformation 
following experiences of IPV. These theoretical lenses contribute to a 
reflective understanding of men’s challenges and transformations in the 
wake of IPV, while enriching the discourse on gender, violence, descriptive 
vocabulary, and (in)justices.   
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The chapter Narratives with a Message underscores the need to 
reconceptualise IPV narratives to include realities of male victimisation and 
vulnerability. It highlights a need for a broader discourse that acknowledges 
the unique difficulties faced by men. The chapter illustrates the systemic and 
societal barriers they may face by delving into their lived experiences of 
violence and abuse. It further seeks to illuminate the struggles for 
recognition and understanding from both societal and authoritative 
viewpoints, emphasising how the discourse often marginalises or outright 
dismisses male experiences of IPV. Furthermore, the analysis probes the 
complexities of delineating clear-cut distinctions between victims and 
aggressors, indicating that these roles are not always straightforward. It 
reveals ambiguous narratives where men recount how they perceive their 
partners to have utilised the established protective and supportive network 
designed for female victims of IPV, leading to men’s sense of injustices in 
which a narrative receives interpretative precedence among authority 
figures. Consequently, the overall narrative, identified as resistance, was 
found in the interviews, followed by two sub-narratives: rectification and 
enlightenment. 
 
In the subsequent chapter Exploring the Spectrum of Violence, the thesis 
provides a map over the diverse forms of violence encountered by men, 
highlighting the complex and multifaceted nature of such violence and 
abuse. It emphasises the importance of recognising and understanding the 
varied manifestations of violence beyond physical abuse, including 
psychological, sexual, and financial aspects, as well as the impact of 
fatherhood. The chapter underscores the challenges men face in articulating 
their experiences of IPV and receiving recognition, with their situations 
often compounded by societal gender norms and expectations that 
marginalise male victims. 
 
Moving on from analysing dimensions of violence to examining the 
complex dynamics of Toxic Ties within violent and abusive relationships, 
this chapter focuses on men’s significant hurdles, particularly fatherhood 
and custody disputes. It delves into the challenges men face within their 
relationships marred by manipulation, abuse, and control, particularly 
emphasising the constant adjustments men must make to oblige their 
partner’s ever-changing rules, creating a situation where they are perpetually 
walking on eggshells. This state of continuous unease leads to a condition 



(In)Vulnerable Masculinity 
 

 
v 

described as double-binded violence, where men feel like they are ‘damned 
if you do, damned if you don’t’, and unable to satisfy their partners’ 
demands. Such dynamics erode men’s sense of self and gender identity and 
make them hypersensitive to their partner’s moods and actions, to the extent 
of feeling like they disappear to avoid conflict. This chapter also introduces 
‘forced passivity’, where men are constrained from acting against their 
partners’ abusive behaviour towards their child/ren, so as not to worsen the 
situation for the child/ren.  
 
Furthermore, in the last empirical and analytical chapter, Lost in 
Subordination, men’s vulnerabilities and challenges are addressed while 
highlighting a redefinition of prevailing masculinity norms and societal 
perceptions of male victims. It emphasises the fluidity and diversity of 
masculine identities, particularly underlining the experiences of men who 
deviate from conventional norms due to victimisation. This chapter 
mentions the need to dismantle prevailing narratives surrounding IPV to 
acknowledge a broader spectrum of male experiences and vulnerabilities.  
 
The thesis describes and analyses the intersection of masculinity and 
victimhood within the context of IPV, mainly when the aggressor is female. 
It challenges existing gender norms and roles as well as the notion of who 
constitutes a ‘true’ victim in IPV scenarios. A notable observation is the 
reluctance among men to self-identify as being victims of IPV, yet identify 
as being subjected to something. A pivotal contribution of this thesis is the 
development of the concept piloting masculinity, which encapsulates the 
transformative journey men might undertake when navigating their 
identities whilst being in a state of limbo. The concept of piloting 
masculinity proposes a view upon masculinity that embraces vulnerability 
alongside traditional traits of men as strong and protective. This idea 
illustrates the uncertainty men experience while in liminality and trying to 
reshape their identity into a ‘new’ possible self. Piloting masculinity, which 
occurs when men are in limbo, can be interpreted like a metaphor where 
men transit from being ice men, traditionally exhibiting no emotions or 
vulnerability, to embracing and expressing such traits that signify how ice 
men melt.  

 
In summary, this thesis illustrates what victimised and vulnerable men tell 
about their diverse experiences of IPV and how they narrate, moving beyond 
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stereotypes that frame solely men as aggressors and women as victims. It 
emphasises a need for a nuanced and inclusive understanding of IPV, while 
enriching the discourse on gender and violence and highlighting the 
potential for transformative change through recognising and navigating 
vulnerabilities. It illustrates that men are also victims of IPV, revealing the 
presence of ambiguous narratives that challenge the straightforward 
categorisation of individuals as either victims or aggressors. Consequently, 
it becomes clear that a comprehensive approach to IPV is necessary, 
encompassing social services, the judicial system, and policymakers. Such 
a unified response is essential for recognising victimised men as a 
significant social issue and ensuring they obtain the necessary support and 
recognition. 
 
 

***** 
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Part One 
The Beginning 

This initial part of the thesis serves as a roadmap, detailing the structure and 
content that will be explored in the context of men’s lived experiences of 
female-perpetrated violence in intimate relationships. The introductory 
section of the thesis is divided into four main chapters, which systematically 
present the thesis framework. Each chapter progressively builds upon its 
predecessor, cumulatively deepening the exploration of intimate partner 
violence. This journey begins with the research objectives and questions, 
transitions through methodological and ethical considerations, advances to 
a review of existing knowledge in the field, and culminates with the 
theoretical lenses that underpin the thesis analysis.  
 
In line with this structured approach, I must note a methodological deviation 
I employ in this thesis. Introducing empirical material in the introductory 
section is not standard practice when writing a thesis; however, I have 
chosen to deviate from the norm, because selecting excerpts from the men’s 
narratives significantly strengthens my argument in this introduction and the 
following initial chapters. My decision to integrate the men’s narratives 
early on is to offer insight into the nature and representation of their lived 
experiences. This approach also prepares the reader for the exploration to 
come.  
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Subjected to Something 
Husbands of verbally abusive women […] try to please their partners. 
They try to give them everything they can. They try to explain 
themselves and defend themselves just as if their partners were 
behaving rationally. […] [That] men are slow to reveal details of their 
abuse may be that they have been taught to be protective of their 
partners or to “take it”. (Evans, 2010, p. 11, quotation marks in 
original) 

This thesis centres on men who describe that they have experienced intimate 
partner violence (IPV) perpetrated by a female partner. This study of these 
men’s lived experiences examines the consequences of these events on their 
self-perception and gender identity. Understanding the narratives of men 
who have endured IPV presents significant challenges due to the prevailing 
societal scripts concerning gender norms and IPV. These scripts can 
potentially label men subjected to female-perpetrated IPV as deviant, 
impeding a comprehensive understanding of their experiences. 

 
In the realm of relationships, whether intimate or not, a unique interaction 
unfolds, driven by shared emotions and motivations. Meaningful patterns in 
relationships hold deep significance within these interactions, symbolising 
the specific bond between two individuals (see Collins, 2004; Milligan, 
2014). The participating men’s narratives may consist of recurring 
relationship patterns with specific implications for enhanced understanding, 
contributing to the thesis. The distinctive nature these narratives hold is 
essential in helping men make sense of their experiences, especially since 
thoughts of violence, abuse, coercion, and control rarely occupy their minds, 
at least not initially. Instead, at the outset, experiences of happiness and joy 
foster a sense of attraction and connection that helps alleviate feelings such 
as loneliness, and as the bonds between the individuals deepen, their 
affection may evolve into a profound emotion: love (Belli et al., 2010; 
Milligan, 2014; Sternberg, 2016). 
 
It is important to recognise that as relationships progress beyond the initial 
‘honeymoon phase’ and establish a sense of security, a significant shift in 
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power balance can occur. In the context of this thesis, this transformation 
becomes apparent as the female partner modifies her behaviour and 
communication in a demeaning way. This change in dynamics can impact 
the relationship between the individuals, potentially giving rise to increased 
power imbalance, conflict, and abusive behaviour.  

 

***** 
 

‘Myths’ Surrounding Male IPV Victims 
The prevailing misconception around male victims of IPV is succinctly 
encapsulated in a critically examined belief: “[…] there is no such thing as 
male victims of violence by intimate female partners” (De Puy et al., 2017, 
p. 429). As studied by De Puy et al. (2017), this statement does not reflect 
their view, but rather highlights a societal myth that they and my thesis try 
to demystify. Such myths are rooted in scepticism and disbelief surrounding 
male victims of IPV, often overshadowed by heated methodological and 
theoretical debates on gender and IPV. In their article, De Puy et al. (2017) 
delve into how these debates become polarised, mainly due to the prevailing 
focus on men’s violence against women that exists among scholars, 
policymakers, and practitioners in the field. This singular perspective risks 
obscuring the hidden reality – the existence and experiences of male victims 
of female-perpetrated IPV. The notion that victimised and vulnerable men 
might be a relatively new phenomenon or perhaps previously overlooked 
subjects, due to selective social interest and research focus, was highlighted 
in Steinmetz’s study, The Battered Husband Syndrome, from 1977. This 
entrenched scepticism sets the stage for a deeper exploration of the social 
and personal barriers that male victims seem to face, barriers that are both 
previously and persistently relevant today. 

 
Steinmetz (1977) suggests that this oversight can be attributed to the lack of 
empirical data about men as victims and the tendency of men to be reluctant 
to acknowledge victimhood. However, violence caused by women targeting 
men has not been made widely visible; one might say that men’s situations 
have been silenced (Corbally, 2011; George, 1994; Kestell, 2019; 
Migliaccio, 2001; Rawcliffe, 2023). Furthermore, male victims of violence 
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often grapple with stigma and shame. This societal burden may be one of 
the reasons why violence against men by women is not as publicly 
acknowledged. For many men, admitting victimhood challenges the deeply 
ingrained notions of masculinity, the male gaze1, and their standing among 
peers and society at large (Migliaccio, 2001; Steinmetz, 1977). Citing 
research from the late 1970s through the early 2000s may raise questions 
about the contemporaneity of the earlier references; however, including 
early references is pivotal as they lay the foundational understanding and 
historical context that remains relevant for discussing the issue at hand. This 
historical perspective enriches the current discourse, demonstrating that 
while societal perceptions have evolved, the core issues surrounding male 
victimisation and its societal recognition persist. Therefore, these references 
underscore the temporal depth of the problem and highlight its ongoing 
significance in the contemporary analysis.  
 
The more current research on men subjected to IPV and the struggles and 
difficulties they face will be discussed in the third chapter Assembling the 
Maze of Knowledge. Men admitting to having been subjected to violence by 
a female partner may have the power to cause them double stigmatisation 
and victimisation if made public, which may cause their reluctance to come 
forward (Steinmetz, 1977). For instance, during the 1800s in France and 
England, it was customary to arrange public parades along the streets to 
humiliate and shame men who had been violated and abused by their wives 
(Steinmetz, 1977; see Shorter, 1975). This historical precedence vividly 
illustrates how the depth of male victimisation caused stigma and denial, as 
illustrated in the excerpt below.   
  

 

1 The term “the male gaze” traditionally refers to the way visual arts and media objectify women from 
a male-centric perspective, as discussed initially in feminist theory. However, this thesis adapts the 
concept to explore the societal gaze upon men and the societal adherence to traditional gender roles, 
focusing on how this gaze impacts men’s masculinity and, by extension, their experiences as victims of 
IPV. This adaptation acknowledges that societal structures and expectations significantly influence 
men’s identity and self-perception, especially when they are IPV victims. As Whitehead (2002) and 
Pease (2012) highlight, understanding masculinity in the context of gender and power relations 
necessitates an examination of societal norms, alternative knowledge, and the truths men navigate. This 
perspective is pivotal for exploring the complexities of male victimhood in IPV, shedding light on the 
challenges men face in acknowledging and reporting their victimisation. 
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In post-Renaissance France and England, society ridiculed and 
humiliated husbands thought to be battered and/or dominated by their 
wives. In France, for instance, a ‘battered’ husband was trotted 
around town riding a donkey backwards while holding its tail. In 
England, ‘abused’ husbands were strapped to a cart and paraded 
around town, all the while subjected to the people’s derision and 
contempt. Such ‘treatments’ for these husbands arose out of the 
patriarchal ethos where a husband was expected to dominate his wife, 
making her, if the occasion arose, the proper target for necessary 
marital chastisement; not the other way around. (George, 1994, p. 
137, quotation marks in original; see also Steinmetz, 1977; Dobash 
& Dobash, 1979) 

These historical practices of husband humiliation, deeply rooted in 
patriarchal norms, spotlight the enduring struggle against societal 
expectations and the complexities of male victimhood. As George (1994) 
states, wives have been able, for centuries, to assault or control their 
husbands, and society found it necessary to punish and humiliate publicly 
men who did not uphold the patriarchal attitudes. It remains unclear if 
women used violence to assert control or to exercise power in societies 
where men held the leading positions a result of patriarchy and the male 
norm (e.g., Svensson, 2005). The resistance against the patriarchal 
limitations imposed on women and children through violence has not been 
explored as extensively as violent behaviour in men (Boëthius, 2015). 
Interestingly, this lack of examination contradicts historical norms where 
men were legally allowed to use violence to discipline their wives when 
necessary (Eriksson, 2010; Johansson-Latham, 2019; Liliequist, 2009). The 
public display of victimised men being treated in such a manner exposes 
them doubly, both privately and publicly, as they were deemed incapable of 
upholding the gender power structure in society. The violence and double 
victimisation not only disrupt the public image of men, but also affect their 
private lives, eroding self-perception and relationships. Within the confines 
of their own homes, these men may face a sense of isolation and failure, 
struggling with the internal conflict between societal expectations and their 
personal experiences of victimisation. This internal turmoil often remains 
hidden, as the societal narrative around masculinity discourages men from 
expressing vulnerability or seeking help, further compounding their sense 



Chapter One 
 

 
7 

of isolation and impacting their well-being (e.g., George, 1994). As history 
shows these external manifestations of societal norms, the academic debate 
continues to grapple with the question of male victimhood, reflecting a 
scepticism about the experiences of victimised men (George, 2003, 2007). 
 
Straton (1994), echoing Steinmetz (1977), questions whether victimised 
men were a myth, given research by Straus et al. (1980) and Nybergh et al. 
(2013), amongst others, who report minimal differences between men and 
women in terms of receiving physical abuse. Nonetheless, polarised 
perspectives persist on whether male victims of IPV exist, possibly due to 
the notion that these men have not revealed themselves, as suggested by 
Pagelow (1983) and Straton (1994). Meanwhile, Steinmetz asserts that 
“Men have never before been shy in making their needs known,” and this 
point is often used by sceptics claiming that women do not abuse male 
partners. With these historical and sceptical perspectives in mind, recent 
research efforts aim to fill the gaps in our understanding, underscoring the 
pressing need for a more inclusive exploration of IPV across genders (Bates 
et al., 2018; Hamel, 2007b, 2009). 
 
Research into men’s victimisation from heterosexual IPV has acquired 
increasing international attention since the late 1970s (Bates, 2017; 
Corbally, 2011; Hogan, 2016; Rawcliffe, 2023). Initial studies during this 
period faced scepticism regarding their credibility, sparking debate over the 
validity of their findings (Pagelow, 1983; Straton, 1994). Despite such 
criticism, interest in exploring the experiences of men subjected to IPV by 
female partners has grown over the years. This surge in research interest is, 
to a significant extent, rooted in the foundational studies from the 1970s. For 
instance, in 2017, De Puy et al. concluded a study on men seeking medico-
legal care due to female IPV. Their findings highlighted that, at the time of 
the assault, these men faced multiple adversities at both individual and 
relational levels and within the arena where the assault occurred (cf. 
Macassa et al., 2023). Therefore, I sense that my research can come in line 
with theirs, particularly in identifying a fundamental belief among 
victimised men. Many men subjected to female IPV do not appear to seek 
professional help (Huntley et al., 2019; Machado et al., 2017), which is 
similar to Brooks et al. (2020), whose results state there is a reluctance 
among victimised men to seek help, in particular since they feel like they 
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are being silenced in their victimhood (cf. Joseph-Edwards & Wallace, 
2020). Alongside the increased acknowledgement of the negative impact on 
victimised men’s health and well-being, there is still not enough research on 
their experiences of what dimension of violence they endure: studies remain 
sparse about separation violence – related to men’s reluctance to disclose 
and report, and their processes for seeking help (Brooks et al., 2020; De Puy 
et al., 2017; cf. Douglas et al., 2012).  
 
Additionally, men may fear not conforming to societal expectations of being 
real men (Migliaccio, 2001, 2002). Migliaccio (2001, 2002), along with 
Hellgren et al. (2015), highlights that victimised men often find themselves 
at odds with prevailing heteronormative views of masculinity (Hearn, 2004). 
The challenge in articulating their experiences might leave them feeling not 
entirely permitted to identify as victims of IPV (Hellgren et al., 2015), 
pushing them to the fringes of the support system designed to aid them. In 
the forthcoming sections, this thesis will delve into the Swedish context and 
the lived experiences of male victims, challenging myths and seeking to 
contribute to a nuanced understanding of IPV based on the lived experiences 
of male victims.  
 

Challenging the ‘Myth’ 
Yeah, in the end, in the last few years, when she started acting like 
that, I made sure I had my stuff ready, hidden in the utility room or 
wherever so I could just grab it quickly. We had one of those enclosed 
balconies or porches; I used to put stuff there. 

Mikael, a 51-year-old man who had left his wife of 25 years approximately 
a year before we met for the interview in the summer of 2019, describes the 
sensation of being perpetually on edge, prepared to flee at any moment. This 
vivid recount not only illustrates the physical preparations for escape, but 
also the psychological readiness that underscores a life intertwined with the 
threat of violence. During the interview, Mikael did not explicitly voice 
being a victim of IPV. Instead, he subliminally expressed being subjected to 
something, indicating that his experiences are deviant and atypical 
compared to existing narratives of IPV and gender. This nuanced revelation 
significantly informed the direction of my research. It ultimately inspired 
the title of this opening chapter, hinting at the exploration of a “hidden 
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reality,” as expressed by De Puy et al. (2017). The unarticulated words by 
Mikael underscored the complexity of male victimhood, particularly how 
men navigate their identities and experiences of IPV in the shadow of 
societal expectations. Male victims often seem to remain unseen and suffer 
in silence due to prevailing assumptions (De Puy et al., 2017; Schwab et al., 
2016). The insight from Mikael shows a nuanced reality that challenges 
entrenched beliefs about gender, violence, and power. Male victims often 
grapple with societal biases, receiving less empathy and support (Douglas 
et al., 2012). This realisation opens a broader discussion on societal 
perception of IPV and of male victimhood. 
 
Mikael’s story is emblematic of a broader theme that emerged throughout 
my interviews: the challenge of understanding and articulating IPV 
experiences from a male perspective. These narratives, diverging from 
existing IPV frameworks, suggest that existing paradigms may not fully 
capture the diversity of victim experiences. As research in this field has 
progressed, it becomes increasingly palpable that while IPV studies offer 
critical insights into understanding and verbalising violence and 
victimisation, these frameworks also raise the question of why it has been 
challenging and demanding for men to put words to their experiences. 
Exploring these narratives shared by men contributes to reflections on the 
“versatility of violent performance” (Abbink, 2000, p. xi) as it manifests in 
their lives.  
 
The experiences of male victims have remained in the shadows, and whether 
society has intended to make these men feel guilty and ashamed for not 
embodying the masculine norm has yet to be answered (George, 2003, 
2007). The shadows cast over male victims not only obscure their suffering, 
but also reflect norms about masculinity and vulnerability. These shadows 
led me to question these issues, marking the beginning of my journey to 
explore the phenomenon of violence against men in intimate heterosexual 
relationships. As I dug deeper, I began to question the static nature of these 
violent dynamics, which prompted me to consider the experiences of men 
suffering from IPV at the hands of female partners. 
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Coming from this background, I identified what I believe is a significant gap 
in IPV research concerning male victims. My intention is that my thesis will 
assist filling this gap by increasing the understanding of this social 
phenomenon. The ideation that “Men subjected to violence by female 
partners cannot be a myth” has been a guiding principle for me throughout 
the work on this thesis. This belief was further validated when I encountered 
a scientific article by Alsawalqa (2023) in early 2024. Alsawalqa’s words 
resonated with my sentiment, but with some modification; “Men being 
battered and abused by wives are not a myth.” This quote can be found in 
her article, A qualitative study to investigate male victims’ experiences of 
female-perpetrated domestic abuse in Jordan (Alsawalqa, 2023, p. 5517). 
This quote of Alsawalqa, and other scholars’ work, has reminded me of the 
complex realities that vulnerable and victimised men might encounter in 
daily life and when seeking help.  
 
The knowledge gap I am striving to contribute to can be associated with 
limited research conducted in Sweden regarding victimised men and their 
limited access to help and support for their experience (Hellgren et al., 2015; 
Macassa et al., 2023; Nybergh, 2014; Nybergh et al., 2016). This brings me 
to the pressing need for targeted research within Sweden. Although the 
vulnerability and victimisation of men were put on the research agenda in 
the late 1970s by Steinmetz, it did not have a significant impact on research, 
policymakers, or practitioners until the 2000s and perhaps even more so in 
the 2010s, especially based on published international research. 
Recognising the discrepancy between Sweden’s gender equality 
achievements and the limited awareness of male IPV victims drives this 
study into a relatively uncharted territory. The limited awareness regarding 
male victims of IPV in Sweden is notably surprising, considering the 
nation’s distinguished reputation for promoting gender equality and social 
welfare. This gap underscores the importance and necessity of exploring this 
area further.  
 
In countries, like Sweden, where powerful legal and social frameworks are 
in place to protect IPV victims, studying the experiences of men who suffer 
from IPV at the hands of female aggressors might be seen as a next step of 
deepening knowledge upon the dynamics of IPV that move beyond the 
entrenched beliefs surrounding the hegemonic narratives of gender and IPV. 
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This would in turn align with Sweden’s governmental ambitions to be seen 
as a beacon of gender equality and the dismantling of gender norms 
(Regeringen, 2016). For example, as this thesis will show, despite Sweden’s 
forward-thinking approach to gender issues, male IPV victims still 
encounter obstacles in seeking help, in terms of societal stigma and a 
scarcity of male-oriented support resources. Investigating these experiences 
could illuminate the deficiencies within current support mechanisms, 
potentially bridging the knowledge gap surrounding men’s plight (Hellgren 
et al., 2015).  
 
Furthermore, a broader research agenda on IPV is essential not only for 
advancing gender equality, but also for enriching the support systems 
designed to aid victims of IPV. By addressing the ‘myths’ surrounding male 
victims, I strive to recognise their experiences and needs more effectively. 
Understanding the narratives of men in abusive and violent relationships is 
crucial for comprehending the impact IPV has on their sense of self and 
gender identity. It is vital to acknowledge the often unheeded experiences 
of these men, as their perceived societal privilege does not necessarily 
confer advantages in all areas of life (Hellgren et al., 2015; Nowinski & 
Bowen, 2012; Oliffe et al., 2014).  
 

Objective and Research Questions 
The objective of this thesis is to describe and analyse men’s lived 
experiences of (diverse dimensions of) violence perpetrated by a female 
partner, the men’s reactions to their experiences, and what subsequent 
effects these experiences have on their sense of self and masculinity. I will 
also analyse the content of the narratives to understand what they convey in 
terms of the overall message and to whom this may be directed. The 
following questions will be answered to achieve the thesis objective. 
 

1. How do men make sense of their experiences of IPV carried out 
by a female partner, and in what ways are these experiences 
conveyed?  

2. What challenges do men encounter when seeking 
acknowledgement, legitimacy, and understanding for their 
experiences? 



Subjected to Something 
 

 
12 

3. How do men’s experiences of IPV affect their sense of self and 
perception of masculinity?  

4. What navigation strategies are used in (re)constructing their 
masculinity when reconciling their experiences? 

 
Drawing inspiration from Öberg’s (1997) concept of lived life, I have chosen 
to utilise the term ‘lived experiences’ about the men’s narratives of their 
lives. This concept emphasises the intricacies of each man’s account and 
how the men articulate their experiences with violence and abuse (Burcar 
Alm, 2005; cf. Holstein & Gubrium, 2016). A central notion is that specific 
actions, events, and processes experienced by these men can lead to 
traumatic emotions and memories. These emotions and memories 
encapsulate the essence of the men’s lived experiences.  
 
Diverse and often contradictory stories are told within society about male 
victimhood in IPV scenarios. These narratives compete for systemic 
legitimacy, gaining recognition and acceptance within societal discourses, 
institutions, and policies. This competition highlights the tension between 
narratives that reinforce traditional gender roles and those that challenge 
them, where male victims may struggle against prevailing stereotypes of 
masculinity and victimhood. 

 
While the narratives provide insight into what the men perceive as the 
catalyst for the violence they have endured, this thesis focuses not on the 
specific acts or causes of violence. Instead, I intend to discern how different 
narratives (re)construct concepts of gender in the context of violence and 
power. Additionally, I endeavour to understand the ramifications of this 
violence on men’s responses and actions, and I delve into their processes of 
(re)constructing an identity both as men and victims. As a lens for analysis, 
I will employ Fricker’s (2007, 2018) concept of epistemic injustice, 
emphasising testimonial and hermeneutical injustice, and Giorgio’s (2002) 
concepts of definitional hegemony and definitional dialogue. Furthermore, 
I will employ theories of masculinities, liminality, and possible selves as 
analytical lenses. These theories will assist in exploring the fluidity of men’s 
identities in the wake of IPV, elucidating the transitional states they navigate 
between victimhood and resilience, and illustrating the envisioned futures 
they construct for themselves.  
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In the process of ensuring a cohesive thesis that articulates the connection 
between these theoretical lenses and the empirical data, I will explain how 
men’s narratives and lived experiences align with concepts of epistemic 
injustice, gender construction, and identity transition. This analysis will not 
only highlight individual and societal challenges faced by men experiencing 
IPV, it will also touch on the broader implications for policy, practice, and 
future research. Through this approach, I strive to contribute to a nuanced 
understanding of the impact IPV has on masculinity and identity, 
challenging prevailing notions and expanding the discourse on male victims 
of IPV in Sweden.  
 
By integrating theories of masculinity, liminality, and possible selves, this 
thesis acknowledges the complexity of men’s identities and experiences. It 
opens for an understanding of how men navigate the aftermath of IPV and 
articulate their experiences within societal frameworks, as well as how these 
experiences inform their sense of self and future aspirations. The present 
analysis seeks to offer new perspectives on gender, violence, and identity, 
while advancing and ‘closing’ the knowledge gap.   

 
The Swedish Context and Approach to IPV 
Although this thesis does not specifically address Swedish conditions, it is 
nevertheless reasonable to make some remarks regarding Sweden’s 
historical approach to men’s violence against women. This viewpoint 
demonstrates a commitment to progressive policies, with the criminalisation 
of domestic violence (DV) in 1864 and marital rape in 1965, marking the 
beginning of legislative measures against DV (Eriksson, 2010; Liliequist, 
2009; Nordborg, 2014, 2019). By the mid-20th century, the women’s 
movement had fostered a surge in public awareness and dialogue with public 
agencies, leading to the opening of Stockholm’s first women’s shelter, 
emblematic of the government’s active role in addressing DV and violence 
against women (Corradi & Stöckl, 2014; Enander, 2010; Stelmaszek & 
Fisher, 2013).  

 
The 1980s and 1990s marked a significant reform period in Sweden’s 
approach to combating DV and violence against women. In 1982, Sweden 
took a crucial step by instituting the public prosecution of DV, which meant 
that the state would prosecute such offences, signalling the shift of violence 
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against women from a private issue to a matter of public concern. This was 
further supported in 1988 with the ground-breaking Restraining Order Act, 
the first of its kind in Europe, enhancing victim protection (Balkmar et al., 
2009; Corradi & Stöckl, 2014). As the focus of violence against women 
intensified in the 1990s, it became increasingly recognised as a symptom of 
gender inequality (e.g. Prop. 1990/91:113). In 1991, a pivotal development 
occurred when Uppsala University established the government-funded 
sociology chair dedicated to the study of violence against women, bridging 
the gap between academic research, policy development, and legislative 
action (Corradi & Stöckl, 2014; Lindström, 2005). The momentum 
continued with establishing the Commission on Violence Against Women 
by the Swedish government in 1993, tasked with examining violence against 
women through a feminist lens and recommending effective measures 
(Leander, 2006). The commission’s work culminated in the Women’s 
Integrity2 legislative reforms of 1995 (SOU, 1995:60a), which introduced 
the crime of gross violation of a woman’s integrity3 into the Swedish Penal 
Code. This reform captured the gendered nature of violence against women 
and addressed it as a continuum of violence (Kelly, 1988; e.g., Wemrell et 
al., 2020). Although revisions in 1998 removed explicit references to gender 
inequality (Wendt Höjer, 2002), the legislation was enacted (Prop. 
1997:98:55), solidifying guidelines for law enforcement, social services, 
and healthcare to address violence against women and DV and advance 
gender equality collaboratively (Nordborg, 2014, 2019).  

 
Sweden’s strategic response to DV and violence against women has been 
comprehensive and progressive, reflecting an ongoing national commitment 
to address these issues. The recognition of a broader spectrum of DV and 
acknowledgement of men as also victims and women as aggressors of DV 
is reflected in the inclusion of a gender-neutral offence, gross violation of 
integrity4, in legal reforms, specifically following the Women’s Integrity 
reform (SOU, 1995:60a, 1995:60b). The establishment of the National 

 

2 Women’s Integrity means Kvinnofrid in Swedish.  
3 Gross violation of a woman’s integrity means grov kvinnofridskränkning, which will be discussed in 
chapter three Assembling the Maze of Knowledge in the section Conceptual Ambiguity. 
4 Gross violation means grov fridskränkning, and will be further explained in chapter three Assembling 
the Maze of Knowledge in the section Conceptual Ambiguity  
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Centre for Knowledge on Men’s Violence Against Women (NCK) at 
Uppsala University, as part of these reforms, underscored the priority given 
to gendered violence and the necessity for 24/7 victim support (SOU, 
2004:117). Building on these foundations, Sweden continued to prioritise 
violence against women and DV through various propositions and initiatives 
(Prop. 2005/06:155; SOU, 2004:117, 2004:121, 2005:66a, 2005:66b, 
2005:66c). Efforts to improve judicial responses included the training of 
legal professionals, the production of manuals for police forces, and the 
creation of specialised DV and violence against women units for a 
collaborative approach to the problem (Brännvall, 2016). The Domestic 
Violence Coordinator appointed by the Swedish government enhanced the 
coordination of these efforts in 2012 (Wemrell et al., 2020). 

 
By the mid-2010s, a National Strategy was developed in alignment with the 
Istanbul Convention, which Sweden ratified in 2014 (Stubberud et al., 
2018). The strategy, detailed in 2016, allocated 60 million Euros and 
proposed 44 measures between 2017 – 2020, focusing on combating and 
preventing violence against women, with particular attention to targeting 
destructive masculinity norms and prevention efforts (Skr, 2016/17:10; 
Stubberud et al., 2018). The strategy was informed by the Convention’s 
directives, which encouraged the recognition of men as potential victims of 
DV and women as potential aggressors (Skr, 2016/17:10). In tandem with 
this strategic approach, the Swedish Gender Equality Agency was 
established in 2018, tasked with ensuring the implementation of the National 
Strategy and facilitating its application at national and regional levels. This 
agency is a testament to the nation’s dedication to fostering gender equality 
as part of its broader social policy objectives (Skr, 2016/17:10).  
 
Sweden’s strategic focus on combating DV not only aims to protect direct 
victims, but also to acknowledge the impact on children, who are often 
indirectly affected by witnessing violence at home (SOU, 2019:32). Tracing 
back to 1979, Sweden became the first country to outlaw corporal 
punishment and child abuse, marking a significant step in addressing 
violence against women and DV (Köhler & Lucas, 2014). This commitment 
continued with the incorporation of the UN Convention on the Rights of the 
Child into Swedish law on January 1, 2020, building on the initial 
ratification in 1990 (SOU, 2016:19; SFS, 2018:1197). Recent legislation, 
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including the ‘child peace violation’ offence 5 , criminalises exposing 
children to violent and sexual crimes in close relationships, with penalties 
of up to four years according to the Swedish Penal Code. These laws 
reinforce child protection and align with the National Strategy and the 
Istanbul Convention, emphasising a comprehensive approach to all DV 
victims (SFS, 1962:700; SOU, 2019:32). 

 
Sweden’s Holistic Initiatives for Male IPV Victims 
The County Administrative Board of Stockholm initiated a pilot project to 
address IPV, in 2018. This initiative resulted in the Choose to Stop! helpline. 
Between February 2019 and September 2020, the helpline received 442 
calls, averaging 50 calls monthly. Notably, 76 per cent of callers admitted 
to perpetrating psychological violence as the prominent violence exerted, 
and women accounted for 24 per cent of these calls. Due to its achievement, 
the helpline transitioned to a permanent fixture. In addition to targeting 
mainly individuals seeking assistance for their violent behaviours, the 
helpline also supports friends, family, and professionals seeking advice for 
violent individuals (Länsstyrelsen, 2020).  

 
In parallel, the Swedish government commissioned NCK at Uppsala 
University to implement a national support helpline for men under the 
National Strategy to prevent and combat men’s violence against women, 
operating from Feburary 2023 to December 2023. The program is inclusive 
of all sexual orientations and relationship statuses, addressing IPV and 
sexual abuse. Additionally, a dedicated helpline for non-binary and trans-
individuals has been integrated within existing NCK services. The 
university is tasked with promoting these services to target demographics 
(Arbetsmarknadsdepartementet, 2021). Building on this foundation, in 
January 2024, it was affirmed that the Swedish government had allocated 
continued funding for these helplines, securing their operation for another 
year. The helplines, which are administred by NCK, have been notably 
utilised, evidenced by the 2,774 calls from men and 448 calls from 
transgendered and non-binary individuals recorded in 2023. The 
implementation of these helplines, explicitly designed for demographic 
groups including men, transgendered and non-binary individuals, and 

 

5 The offence ‘child peace violation’ is barnfridsbrott in Swedish.  
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women, ensures a protective and understanding environment for the callers. 
These individuals receive support from a team of professionals, such as 
social workers and nurses, who possess expertise in dealing with various 
facets of violence. This approach not only provides immediate assistance, 
but also maintains confidentiality and anonymity (NCK, 2024).  

 
Supplementing these initiatives, as of June 2023, the Swedish government 
has tasked the Swedish Gender Equality Agency with surveying men’s 
experiences with IPV. By March 31, 2025, this study aims to inform 
potential interventions, including sheltered housing for male victims. This 
effort is part of broader reforms, including updates to the Swedish Social 
Services Act and guidelines for IPV practitioners, showcasing Sweden’s 
commitment to a comprehensive and equitable framework for addressing 
DV and IPV (Regeringskansliet, 2023). Under the Social Services Act, 
Swedish municipalities are obliged to offer all victims of crime, regardless 
of gender, adequate support and help (Chapter 5, Section 11 in SFS, 
2001:453). The exact section was revised in 2012, stating the social welfare 
board is given the responsibility for women and children who have been 
subjected to or witnessed IPV or DV by a close relative (SFS, 2012:776). 
Under the same section, a paragraph on perpetrators of IPV and DV was 
added in 2021, stating the social welfare board has the responsibility to offer 
perpetrators support and help for their violent behaviour while assessing the 
safety of their victims (SFS, 2021:645). 

 
Sweden’s Safe Housing or Shelters for Victims of IPV 
The National Board of Health and Welfare report in 2020 uncovered that 
Swedish shelters increased from 202 in 2012 to 282 by 2019. The report 
describes these facilities as secure living spaces available at all hours for 
those escaping threats, violence, or other forms of abuse, offering necessary 
interventions (Socialstyrelsen, 2020). These sanctuaries are managed by a 
mix of non-governmental organisations, private entities, and local social 
services departments, and they present a spectrum of living arrangements, 
from communal homes to independent apartments. This assortment caters 
to diverse groups’ varying preferences and requirements. While every safe 
house or shelter welcomes women facing IPV, around 38 per cent now also 
house victimised men, which is a substantial rise from 16 per cent in 2016. 
Men are generally accommodated in separate apartments rather than in 
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communal spaces with women and children. The growth in spaces for men 
is linked to the increased provision of these individual flats. Municipal 
shelters or safe houses adhere to the protocols specified in the Public Access 
to Information and Secrecy Act (SFS 2009:400), while other shelters 
guarantee privacy in alignment with the Social Services Act (SFS 
2001:435). Residents of these shelters frequently require multifaceted 
support, necessitating a well-staffed environment for proper protection. 
Although there has been an encouraging trend in shelter availability, the 
study indicates that some seeking refuge are turned away when the shelters 
reach their capacity (Socialstyrelsen, 2020). Furthermore, despite the rise in 
shelters and safe houses admitting men, many remain unaware of available 
resources for assistance and shelter.  
 
The increasing provision of shelter for men reflects a growing recognition 
of their vulnerability and victimisation in IPV situations, yet, the 
effectiveness of these services often hinges on the ability to articulate and 
validate the experiences of those they ought to help, and a significant gap 
seems to remain in understanding and acknowledging the nuances of male 
victimhood. This gap is partly due to the difficulties men face in articulating 
their experiences and realities of abuse, which are frequently compounded 
by societal misperceptions and the minimisation of their suffering. The 
challenge is further exacerbated by the fact that service providers and 
society at large may not fully grasp the severity and implications of men’s 
narratives. Thus, while the physical infrastructure to support victimised men 
is expanding, the conceptual and communicative frameworks necessary to 
effectively access and utilise these resources are often lacking, underscoring 
a critical area of concern that bridges the tangible and intangible aspects of 
IPV support services (see also Hines, 2015; Machado et al., 2017).  

 

Putting Words to a Hidden Reality 
Stanko (2003) and Schinkel (2004) argue that public debates or research 
rarely problematise violence, as it is often assumed and considered 
colloquial. Different definitions of violence significantly influence society’s 
perception of what constitutes an urgent social problem. Identifying 
something as violence carries a judgemental power, associating it with 
negativity and moral reprehensibility, which requires active opposition 



Chapter One 
 

 
19 

(Betz, 1977; cf. Boëthius, 2015; Uhnoo, 2011). These observations are 
particularly relevant given the emerging differences and similarities in the 
dimensions of violence experienced by men, the duration of their abusive 
relationships, the severity of the violence, its lingering effects even after the 
intimate relationship ends, and the physical and emotional consequences 
faced by victimised men. Therefore, defining violence becomes a complex 
endeavour, primarily when ambiguities exist about its definition. According 
to Brubaker and Laitin (1998), this perception can be explained as follows. 
 

The problem is not that there is no agreement on how things are to be 
explained; it is that there is no agreement on what is to be explained, 
or whether there is a single set of phenomena to be explained. 
(Brubaker & Laitin, 1998, p. 427, emphasis in original) 

It is difficult to determine how violence is defined and determined. As 
Stanko (2003) argues, the rules of violence must be understood and 
examined within specific contexts, both local and situational, as Arnell 
(2019) contends in her thesis. Establishing the definition of a term depends 
on the context and time in which it occurs, historically and currently. 
Uhnoo’s (2011) research, with the support of Hanmer and Saunders (1984), 
suggests that people generally agree with the principles of violence; 
however, individuals often renegotiate and vary the specific rules of this 
concept when faced with concrete, everyday situations.  
 
These arguments align with Stanko’s (2003) suggestion that we, as the 
general public, policymakers, practitioners, and scholars, should advance 
our understanding of violence and its definitions due to its inherent 
ambiguity (Andersson, 2008). It implies that the construction of violence is 
inconsistent and subject to renegotiation depending on the context (Arnell, 
2019). As Stanko emphasised: “[…] what violence means is and will always 
be fluid, not fixed; it is mutable’ (2003, p. 3, emphasis in original).  
 
The conceptualisation and interpretation of violence are contingent upon the 
contextual framework in which it unfolds, suggesting that it is a socially 
constructed phenomenon with multiple meanings. Its fluid nature arises 
from the diverse interpretations embedded within discussions of violent 
experiences. Within the scope of social constructionism, the objective is not 
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to verify the factual occurrence of the articulated acts of violence within the 
men’s narratives (cf. Andersson, 2008). Instead, as in the present thesis, the 
focus lies on examining how the men (re)construct and convey their 
experiences and what they express (Burcar Alm, 2005). The study aims to 
unravel how men comprehend, articulate, and attribute meaning to their 
experiences of violence and abuse, specifically within the context of their 
gender identity6. To achieve the objective, an inquiry was conducted to 
gather responses from all participating men about their experiences with 
violence and how these experiences impacted their identity/ies. This 
approach is designed to facilitate a comprehensive understanding of how 
these men made sense of and articulated their encounters, drawing 
connections to prior research and practical applications in social work. 
Gathering such information and examining their definitions of violence can 
give a deeper insight into the participating men’s understanding of their 
experiences. Oliver is a man in his early 40s who was subjected to violence 
by one female intimate partner; this excerpt from his narrative articulates his 
definition of violence early in the interview conducted in the summer of 
2019.  

 
Caroline: How do you define violence? 

Oliver: That’s a good question! We’ve discussed it on several 
occasions – me and others. I’ve stolen a definition of violence from 
someone. I don’t remember who said that “violence is an act that 
intends to harm another human being,” period. It’s a very extensive 
and inclusive definition but also very vague. But then you can break 
it down into…. In my world, I break it down into physical violence, 
psychological violence, mental violence, or something like that. But 
also, emotional violence, and we’ve also heard about material and 
financial violence. Then you can start breaking it down further, but 

 

6 In my constructionist view, identity is multifaceted and dynamic, evolving through societal interactions 
and intimate relationships. Identity and masculinity are seen as fluid, changing in response to life’s 
events. This approach acknowledges that individuals may navigate multiple identities across their 
lifetime, against the idea of a singular, static self. Notably, the process of identity formation integrates 
past experiences and identifications, shaped by both conscious and unconscious processes, into a 
cohesive whole that adapts to life’s vicissitudes. This perspective highlights how IPV experiences impact 
men’s gender identity, underscoring identity’s ongoing, fluid (re)shaping amidst life’s changes. 
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violence as a definition? I chose the description that it’s an act that 
harms another human being.  

When Oliver voiced his definition, it became clear that he had been 
discussing the concept and its meaning with others with similar experiences. 
Furthermore, during the interview, it emerged that ‘the others’ Oliver 
referred to regarding the definition of violence are active members of a 
secluded group on existing social media platforms, with whom he seemed 
to agree. These platforms have become a way for Oliver and other men to 
mobilise, share life stories, and realise that they are not alone in having 
experienced coercive, controlling, abusive, and violent relationships. The 
secluded groups have provided a safe space for men to share freely their 
experiences and memories without being judged, questioned, or mistrusted 
by society and public authorities regarding the reliability of their 
experiences, consistent with findings from previous research (e.g., Hines, 
2015; Machado et al., 2015; McCarrick et al., 2016).  
 
Revisiting Oliver’s perspective on the definition of violence allows for a 
resemblance to Arnell’s (2019) conceptualisation to emerge. Arnell posits 
that violence, according to her understanding, is characterised by its 
flexibility, variability, and social construction, lacking a precisely delineated 
definition. Moreover, Arnell’s definition aligns closely with the discourse 
presented by Stark (2007), who asserts the absence of a standardised 
definition of the phenomenon. Recognising a lack of consensus among 
researchers regarding a uniform definition of violence exacerbates the 
challenges associated with comprehending and interpreting its parameters.  
 
For example, Arnell’s perspective conceptualises violence as an act that 
unfolds within relational dynamics, where it emerges and takes shape 
through interactions involving two or more individuals. This understanding 
aligns with Isdal’s (2001) developed definition and appears to form the 
foundation for Oliver’s and somewhat Arnell’s interpretation. 
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Violence is any act directed at another person who, through that act, 
harms, intimidates, or offends, causing that person to do something 
against his or her own free will or to refrain from doing something he 
or she wants. (Isdal, 2001, p. 34)7 

While Isdal’s and Gelles’s (1997) definitions share some similarities, even 
though Gelles’s definition is from 1997, Stark (2010) takes Gelles’s 
perspective further by implying that determining the responsible party for 
IPV should be straightforward. However, in reality, this notion becomes 
considerably more complex and baffling. Gelles (1997) defines violence as 
an “act carried out with the intention or perceived intention of causing 
physical pain or injury to another person” (p. 14). One might have expected 
that “identifying domestic violence should have been a simple matter of 
determining whether partners or former partners are responsible for 
assaults. Instead, applying the definition has proved extremely problematic 
(Stark, 2010, p. 202). 

 
The definitions put forth by Isdal and Gelles are considered accessible, 
readily comprehensible, and inclusive in their portrayal and delineation of 
violence, standing in contrast to Stark’s perspective. Notably, Isdal’s and 
Gelles’s viewpoints are user-friendly beyond intimate relationships. 
Moreover, these definitions resemble the descriptions of violent experiences 
provided by Oliver and other male participants. According to Kelly and 
Johnson (2008), violence is not easy to define due to a lack of consensus on 
its description and characterisation as a phenomenon (see also Stark, 2007). 
While Abbink (2000) indicates that violence is universal, the understanding 
and interpretation of violence vary across different cultural contexts.  

 
[While] the phenomena of violence are pervasive in human society 
and are easily evoked in full dramatic force, the issue of how to 
explain what violence ‘is’ or does, remains one of the most thorny 
and challenging ones. (p. xi, quotation marks in original)  

Viewing violence from Abbink, and Kelly and Johnson’s perspectives and 
examining the definitions above may not be a straightforward task. Abbink 

 

7 Freely translated by the author from the original text in Swedish. 
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(2000) continues his reasoning by stating that when studying violence, it is 
necessary to set aside legal judgements and morals when describing the 
empirical diversity of its manifestations. He emphasises that violence is 
context-dependent and cannot be uniformly applied across all scenarios, 
often being more significant and habitual than generally perceived. This 
complexity leads directly to the challenges identified by criminologists 
Burgess and Roberts (2017), who underscore the difficulty of defining 
victimisation and violence due to the lack of universal legal and unitary 
definitions. This connection between the nuanced understanding of violence 
and the intricacy of defining victimisation highlights the overarching 
complexity encountered in research about violence.  

 
As previously mentioned, intense and ongoing debates exist in politics, 
society, practical social work, and research on how to label the phenomenon 
of IPV in terms of a concept that is inclusive yet descriptive (Yllö, 2005; cf. 
Donovan & Hester, 2015). Cannon and Buttell (2016) argue that applying 
post-structuralist feminist theory might provide better understanding of how 
(gender-atypical) violent intimate relationships function, particularly in 
cases that deviate from traditional gender norms. However, it is essential to 
note that post-feminist conceptions of IPV do not always align with the 
power dynamics assumed by the traditional feminist paradigm. From the 
present narratives, there is a perceptible need to find a suitable definition of 
violence and victimisation to understand and make sense of the men’s 
experiences, which can be associated with Stark’s (2007) view. 
Understanding and addressing abuse requires knowledge from those 
affected by violence, as it shapes the outcome linked to their futures (Stark, 
2007).  
 
From this perspective, it becomes even more meaningful to reflect upon the 
recurring definitions critically and consider what they imply and assume, as 
well as what potential effects they entail (cf. Ovesen, 2021). Based on the 
various ways men talk about and define violence, men’s experiences can be 
understood and interpreted using concepts used to explain men’s violence 
against women and IPV. This approach can enhance society’s understanding 
and enable the potential support functions to articulate and comprehend 
men’s experiences, fostering societal, relational, and individual recognition.  
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Abbink (2000) argues that a relatively new perspective suggests that the 
effects of violence can be considered a creative or even a constituent force 
within social relationships. Violence can potentially redefine, reshape, or 
deconstruct the social and hierarchical order, whether intended or not. 
Abbink further asserts that humans are social beings who engage in 
relationships where meaning-making plays a central role (2000). Based on 
these assumptions, it is appropriate to study events between those involved 
and how these behavioural and relational patterns are formed, particularly 
within violent relationships.  
 
Studying violence and acknowledging its potential meaning or creative 
effects can be challenging, as accusations of being partial to violence may 
arise. However, it is crucial to note that when referring to meaning, the focus 
is on the specific context in which the performance adapts and how it 
conveys the communicative message to the victim (Abbink, 2000). Such a 
view may initially appear perplexing within everyday social science 
language, but it offers valuable insights into the dynamics of violence and 
its impact.  

 
Describing and discussing violence expands the dimensions of behaviour 
and relationships. Drawing from previous definitions and encounters with 
men’s experiences, one perceives violence as an act between two people in 
a mutual relationship. It seeks to enforce a change in the existing situation 
and influence the relational patterns between involved parties. Violent acts 
can be achieved for immediate and/or long-term purposes, reaching beyond 
the individuals involved. Importantly, the meaning and implications of 
violent acts within intimate relationships cannot be limited to the present 
moment alone. They closely relate to the relationship pattern between the 
parties, how individuals perceive themselves, and their roles. The pattern of 
interaction and dynamics shapes, preserves, restores, or alters these violent 
acts. One cannot attribute the construction and continuation of relationship 
patterns solely to the parties’ choices. Instead, normative and prevailing 
ideas about intimate relationships within different social and cultural 
contexts influence these patterns.   
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A significant aspect of these ideas and perceptions relates to gender and the 
dynamics between the sexes. A critical question in this regard is which 
gender holds precedence regarding responsibilities, techniques, and rights 
within the relationship. Power dynamics, which can assume various forms 
and often appear as an inherent part of human agency, always influence the 
negotiation of these issues. However, power imbalances can result in 
inequalities in opportunities, choices, and desired life outcomes. Changes in 
the existing power structure would create more opportunities for individuals 
to fulfil their desires, although they may encounter obstacles and other 
power structures that hinder them (Agevall, 2012; Eriksson, 2010; Jansson, 
2016).  

 
While society is becoming more reflexive about relationships and gender 
appearances, adhering to prevailing perceptions of gender and relationship 
patterns often reduces the need for individuals to explain and understand 
themselves, their partners, and the dynamics of their relationships. Those 
who deviate from these norms do not have the same easy experience. 
Understanding how superior gender and relationship patterns can frame a 
perpetuation of violence illuminates the intertwinement of gender and power 
in mutual relationships and the role violence plays in these dynamics 
(Butler, 2009; Hirdman, 1988, 2003). It is possible to classify such varied 
manifestations of violence into specific typologies.  

 

Typologies to Understand IPV 
Within the broader discourses of violence in relationships, it is crucial to 
recognise the different forms it can take. The exploration of IPV extends 
beyond the conventional lens that primarily focuses on men’s violence 
against women. Recent research has broadened the perspective to 
encompass women’s violence against men in intimate relationships. This 
expanded outlook encompasses physical violence, threats, verbal abuse, 
controlling behaviours, and coercion (Bates, 2016; Boëthius, 2015; Hine, 
2019; Hines & Douglas, 2010, 2011, 2016a; Hines & Malley-Morrison, 
2001; Migliaccio, 2001, 2002; Steinmetz, 1977). An individual’s life 
situation, regardless of gender, when subjected to such acts, is heavily 
influenced by the presence of threats that manifest through verbal abuse, 
controlling behaviours, and coercion. It is not uncommon for threats of 
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violence to coincide with physical and sexual abuse (Nilsson & Lövkrona, 
2015). 
 
Violence within intimate relationships finds its roots in societal and cultural 
norms, assumptions, and beliefs regarding women’s rights and their position 
within the hierarchy, to which the gender power structure is closely linked 
(Agevall, 2012; Eriksson, 2010; Jansson, 2016). The work of Hydén et al. 
(2016) plays a significant role in research on men’s violence against women 
in a Swedish context. The gender power structure, grounded in feminist 
theory, posits that men occupy a superior position to women, and the 
violence perpetrated by men serves as both an expression and a 
(re)construction of the existing power disparities and gender inequalities 
(Hydén, 1994; Hydén et al., 2016; Lundgren, 2004). 
 
While the prevailing view in contemporary research often emphasises IPV 
as a gender-based issue, predominantly with men as the primary aggressors 
and women as victims, it is essential to recognise that IPV can manifest as 
a gender-based issue from both perspectives. Johnson’s (2010) original 
perspective primarily focused on men’s violence against women. Still, his 
typologies offer a valuable framework for understanding violence in 
heterosexual relationships, regardless of the gender of the aggressor and the 
victim. Johnson argues that individuals in intimate relationships may 
employ violence to establish complete control and power over their partners. 
Conversely, the victim’s response may involve violence to prevent the 
aggressor from gaining absolute control and power over the victim. Johnson 
proposes four typologies of IPV to enhance this comprehension: intimate 
terrorism, violent resistance, situational couple violence, and mutual violent 
resistance (Johnson, 2010). This shift in perspective from a unidimensional 
gender-based framework to Johnson’s more inclusive typologies offers a 
nuanced understanding of the dynamics at play within intimate 
relationships.  
 
Johnson’s (2010) typologies provide a comprehensive framework for 
understanding the dynamics of IPV. These typologies encompass different 
manifestations of IPV, shedding light on the complexities of power and 
control dynamics in intimate relationships. Intimate terrorism describes 
situations where one partner, typically perceived as superior, employs abuse 



Chapter One 
 

 
27 

or coercion to exert control over the other partner, who does not engage in 
similar behaviour. In contrast, violent resistance arises when the superior 
partner exhibits controlling and violent behaviour, leading the subordinate 
partner to respond with violence aimed at regaining control. Situational 
couple violence involves both partners resorting to coercion and violence to 
establish control over each other. These three typologies represent organised 
attempts to exercise or counteract control and power dynamics within 
intimate relationships. In the fourth typology, mutual violent resistance, 
both partners exhibit violent and controlling behaviour, but neither seeks 
complete control over the other (Johnson, 2010, 2011).  

 
According to Johnson’s (2010) typologies, the meanings of perpetrating and 
of being subjected to violence vary for the involved parties regarding 
experiences and perceptions. Each meaning also influences how violence is 
defined. Acts of violence show that various kinds of power and occasional 
ambiguities impose boundaries on men (in this thesis). Researchers then use 
these actions to analyse, understand, and interpret what they embody. For 
instance, one can identify injustice, discrimination, oppression, and control 
that the participating men have endured (e.g., Enander, 2008; Johnson, 
2010; Wästerfors, 2016).  
 
Violence occurring within intimate relationships tends to be associated 
primarily with physical violence, but previous research and practical social 
work indicate the existence of multiple categories of violence and abuse 
(Agevall, 2012; Lundgren, 2004; Wästerfors, 2016). These categories 
become visible when an adjective precedes the term violence (Eriksson, 
2010). The specific categories of violence encompass a range of forms, as 
presented in the chapter Exploring the Spectrum of Violence. Defining and 
specifying various categories of violence makes viewing violence as a broad 
spectrum of actions possible. According to Johnson (2010), these actions 
can involve the superior party in the relationship subjecting the subordinate 
party to a form of power exertion. The dominant party exerts this power to 
influence the subordinate’s actions, self-perception, and relationships with 
others in ways the subordinate would not typically use. Violence can 
manifest in various forms and dimensions. This thesis aims to avoid limiting 
the identification and definition of other dimensions of violence, should they 
arise.   
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Coercive Control – a Form of Invisible Violence 
And not having to constantly watch the clock and feel like someone 
is at home, about to call at any second. And say that I’m the worst 
damn… like. I could go to [a friend’s house], and within ten minutes, 
fifteen minutes, she’d start calling, “When are you coming home? 
How long will you be there?” So eventually, it wasn’t fun anymore. 
It was more stressful than fun to go out and visit. And then, I had to 
call them when, I could never call friends or family when she [Elena] 
was at home. I didn’t want to do that, so I’d go for a walk or go 
shopping, and then I’d call. It’s terrible when you think about it, what, 
I didn’t understand…. (Mikael) 

The excerpt from Mikael’s narrative shows how his agency within the 
relationship dwindled over time due to Elena’s constant pursuit of him when 
he was not at home and her monitoring of his whereabouts. Mikael describes 
feeling controlled and how it eventually became untenable for him. Mikael 
tells about a feeling of being trapped in a web of control, and any action 
contrary to Elena’s approval resulted in “her creating problems, ultimately 
leading to me having to choose between them [friends and/or family] and 
her.” Mikael’s narrative vividly illustrates how, during their relationship, he 
adapted to Elena’s behaviour and needs, serving as a poignant example of 
growing subordination. Concurrently, he grappled with a sense of exclusion 
from the lives of his friends and relatives as the pressure to conform to Elena 
and meet her demands escalated. Over time, he realised that the choices he 
made would never meet Elena’s expectations, leaving him defenceless and 
resigned. Elena’s overall treatment and behaviour towards Mikael indicated 
that his self-confidence, self-respect, and self-assurance were negatively 
impacted by what he endured in this relationship. 

 
Mikael’s narrative, detailing his struggle with constant surveillance and 
control by his partner, Elena, underscores a broader issue of coercive control 
in intimate relationships. His experiences of being deterred from freely 
interacting with friends and family and feeling pursued outside the home 
epitomise a systematic attempt to assert power or superiority. As Havard 
(2019) notes, this pattern is characterised by continuous manipulation and 
control, typical in relationships with a clear power imbalance. For men, 
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especially those with children from previous relationships, this can lead to a 
pressured prioritisation of their partner’s demands over their own and their 
children’s needs. This scenario mirrors part of a coercive control framework 
according to Stark (2007), where such dynamics involve assault, 
subordination, and resistance, often associated with kidnapping, stalking, 
and harassment. These actions perpetuate ongoing harm, humiliation, and a 
loss of autonomy as victims are isolated from their support systems. 
Although Stark’s conceptualisations of coercive control primarily address 
men’s violence against women and intrinsically connect to the gender power 
structure, the narratives of Mikael and other men in the study reveal a similar 
pattern of restricted freedom and autonomy, indicating an extension of 
coercive control beyond its traditional gendered discourse (e.g., Havard, 
2019).  
 
Stark characterises coercive control as follows: assault, subordination, and 
resistance. Individuals subjected to coercive control face deprivation of 
resources and support systems, such as friends, family, and colleagues. This 
form of control is personalised, spanning time and social space, and 
although it primarily targets women, reflecting gender inequality, similar 
aspects are identifiable across genders who endure it. The intention behind 
exerting coercive control is to secure privileges related to time, resources, 
sex, and personal service (Stark, 2007). Thus, coercive control relates to the 
gender power structure, a connection that is less pronounced in Johnson’s 
four typologies of IPV. 

 
Upon further examination of the concept, however, there are other 
researchers who have applied coercive control in their studies of IPV from 
various approaches (Havard & Lefevre, 2023; Havard et al., 2022; Havard, 
2019). For instance, Fontes (2015) has tried to point out that coercive control 
can appear in a wide range of relationships and is used to limit a person’s 
life. Yet the question remains: What is coercive control? 
 

Criticism. Isolation. Threats. Sometimes even physical abuse. These 
are the weapons of coercive control, a strategy used against some 
people by their intimate partners. It usually includes some 
combination of degrading, isolating, micromanaging, manipulating, 
stalking, physically abusing, sexually coercing, threatening, or 
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punishing. A relationship that should involve loving support ends up 
in a trap designed for domination. Victims feel anxious, dependent, 
and afraid, deprived of their freedom, self-esteem, and basic rights 
(Fontes, 2015, p. 1). 

Considering Stark’s (2007) description of coercive control and Fontes’s 
(2015) definition, there is no significant difference between the two except 
that Fontes has expanded the perspective to include male victims of IPV. 
 
It is worth noting that Stark argues that men cannot experience inequality in 
the same manner or to the same extent as women, given that women 
experience inequality vis-á-vis men. As a result, the maltreatment women 
endure from men exhibits distinct dynamics, connotations, and 
consequences compared to the harm women inflict, even when their actions 
are harmful or malicious. That is also why Stark maintains that there has not 
been any notable clinical population of abused men that has come to light 
(2007). Based on this, it is possible to conclude that Stark does not seem to 
agree with Fontes’s (2015) assertion that there is no significant difference. 
This discussion prompts consideration of whether coercive control 
significantly differs from IPV or any other form of violence, and if it is 
necessary to distinguish between them (cf. Walby & Towers, 2018). Stark 
(2007) believes that a distinction is needed, especially since coercive control 
does not always include physical violence. He also argues that coercive 
control can occur in intimate and work-related relationships (Stark, 2009; 
e.g., Fontes, 2015).  
 
Moreover, Stark (2007) claims that “coercive control is a gendered social 
phenomenon,” because it indicates that a relationship between coercive 
control and gender is an empirical and theoretical issue that ought to be 
studied instead of assumed (Anderson, 2009, p 1444). Stark (2007) further 
claims that coercive control has emerged from the existing social inequality 
between men and women and the belief that women remain vulnerable as 
long as men and their masculinity remain unchallenged. This dynamic 
changes however when women begin to advance toward gender equality 
(publicly and privately), and Stark believes that men introduce coercive 
control to resist and respond to the challenging and questioning of their 
masculinity/masculinities (Stark, 2007 cf. Anderson, 2009). Stark’s 
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perspective on coercive control may seem somewhat “slippery, and 
occasionally, […] contradictory,” mainly if one describes it as a one-way 
gendered social phenomenon, according to Anderson (2009, p. 1450). 
Therefore, the perceptive work of Walby and Towers (2018) assists by 
questioning whether IPV and coercive control should be separated and 
defined differently. In various works by Stark (2007, 2009, 2010), one 
discerns that coercive control primarily focuses on men’s superiority over 
women, reinforcing the perception that coercive control might be a gendered 
phenomenon. It is particularly evident when considering a range of tactics, 
as Fontes (2015) mentioned when she described the entire concept drawing 
from Stark’s perspective. 

 
While most scholars believe that most of those experiencing coercive and 
controlling behaviours are female, some scholars, including Fontes, 
advocate for the existence of men experiencing tactics of coercive control 
by their female partners. The behaviours described in men’s narratives also 
identify this phenomenon, forming the foundation of this thesis. 
Langhinrichsen-Rohling’s (2009) insight is noteworthy as she argues that 
women, too, can act in a violent, coercive, and controlling way and subject 
their male partners. Langhinrichsen-Rohling’s perspective aligns with how 
men described their experiences of coercive control by a female partner or 
wife and feeling trapped in their relationships, as documented in Joseph-
Edwards and Wallace’s (2020) study. Therefore, assuming that solely men 
perpetrate coercive control towards women is problematic.  

 
After introducing the concept, Stark (2010) continues to study the 
phenomenon in further detail. In his 2010 article, Stark initiates a dialogue 
with other scholars to determine whether one can equate violent actions with 
abuse and how this discussion addresses the issue of gender equality. Stark 
discusses this dilemma with Langhinrichsen-Rohling (2009), who argues 
that women often report feeling more scared than men when experiencing 
similar acts of violence. Stark (2010) suggests that Langhinrichsen-
Rohling’s perspective stems from the differential socialisation of men, 
which leads them to minimise pain and fear. While some scholars agree with 
this perspective, others argue that acknowledging men’s experiences of 
coercive and controlling behaviour, abuse, and violence from their female 
partners can contribute to a more comprehensive understanding of gender 
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and IPV. Acknowledging men’s experiences makes it possible to modernise 
the empirical and theoretical assumptions regarding coercive control as a 
gendered social phenomenon and move beyond solely focusing on men’s 
violence against women (cf. Anderson, 2009). 
 
Nonetheless, coercive control has been identified in men’s life stories when 
they tell about the derogatory and humiliating behaviour of their female 
partners. In heterosexual relationships where women adopt a superior role, 
observers note that these women can exert systematic control and power 
over their male partners (Fontes, 2015; cf. Langhinrichsen-Rohling, 2009; 
Stark, 2010). Furthermore, Fontes (2015) argues that women can also act 
coercively and exert control over men.  

 
[T]he dominating woman typically has some substantial advantages 
such as greater social status, wealth, or physical mobility, […]. 
Sometimes the man happens to be unusually gentle and kind, and his 
partner uses this against him. […] Some men may tolerate coercive 
control in their intimate relationships because they feel they have no 
choice or they have too much to lose if they break away, such as 
losing access to their children. They may not recognize that they are 
in an abusive relationship because their relationship does not fit 
within the typical gender pattern. They may also feel too embarrassed 
and humiliated to seek help – ashamed of being subjected to a 
woman’s control. (Fontes, 2015, p. 102) 

Fontes’s (2015) view on coercive control in female-to-male violent and 
abusive relationships aligns with the study findings of Joseph-Edwards and 
Wallace (2020), but it contradicts the previously described understanding of 
how coercive control is utilised and by whom (Anderson, 2009; cf. Stark, 
2007). According to Stark (2007), men employ coercive control when they 
face challenges to their privileged position in society due to the changing 
perceptions of gender equality (cf. Anderson, 2009). In contrast, Fontes’s 
definition of coercive control in heterosexual relationships includes 
dominating women who hold superior social status, wealth, or physical 
mobility compared to their male partners (e.g., Bates, 2019b; Joseph-
Edwards & Wallace, 2020). 
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In previous research on aggressive females (Yourstone, 2008; Yourstone et 
al., 2008), women are generally not portrayed as having higher social status 
or wealth, which contrasts with observations by Joseph-Edwards and 
Wallace (2020) and Fontes (2015). Typically, women in these studies come 
from challenging backgrounds or have experienced complex events during 
their upbringings or young adulthood (Yourstone, 2008; Yourstone et al., 
2008). Many lived in limited housing situations, had unstable incomes, were 
unemployed, or expressed no interest in working. Although a few women 
from these narratives did achieve higher social status through education or 
profession, this did not necessarily exceed that of their male partners, nor 
did it seem to influence whether they engaged in coercive control or other 
forms of violence, including physical (Joseph-Edwards & Wallace, 2020; 
Yourstone, 2008; Yourstone et al., 2009). 
 
The stories shared by the men participating in this thesis reveal that their 
former and, in two instances, current female partners also reported histories 
of abuse, violence, repeated rapes, and struggles with addictions, such as 
drugs and alcohol. In addition to depicting women as troublesome, men 
express how women in the early stages of the relationship show great 
interest, attentiveness, and assertiveness towards them, which aligns with 
findings by Joseph-Edwards and Wallace (2020). Similarly, Fontes (2015) 
describes how the superior woman successfully obtained secretive and 
sensitive information about the subordinate man in the relationship. What 
emerges from the participating men’s stories in this thesis is that the 
relationship(s) progressed, and some women used the obtained confidential 
information to their advantage, inducing fear in the men. Men recounted 
instances where women made verbal threats and intimidations, leveraging 
the sensitive information to coerce the men into acting against their own will 
or remaining in the relationship. Outsiders often perceive coercive control 
as subtle or invisible; however, for those subjected to this form of violence, 
it remains constantly present in their minds as underlying violence, both 
during and after the end of the intimate relationship (e.g., Havard, 2019). 

 
I do not imply that all intimate relationships will inevitably lead to coercive 
control, nor do I suggest that the trajectory of all relationships is towards 
violence and abuse. My point is that while most relationships likely start 
with genuine mutual attraction which leads to love, sometimes events alter 
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the dynamics between the partners. This change can result in a shift from 
equality to a hierarchy, where one partner becomes superior, necessitating 
the other to assume a subordinate role. In this way, the partner in the superior 
position may come to view coercion and control as inevitable actions. 
Nevertheless, it is essential to note that not all participating men’s narratives 
show signs that they felt their partners initially intended to exert violence or 
abuse (e.g., Havard, 2019; Milligan, 2014). Despite this, several men have 
recognised, in hindsight, the presence of red flags that they did not initially 
interpret as warning signs of the subsequent experiences they endured. 

 

***** 
 

Architecture of the Thesis 
This thesis, comprising nine chapters, investigates the nuanced topic of male 
victims in heterosexual intimate relationships, challenging prevailing 
assumptions. The introductory chapter contextualises the research by 
defining violence, particularly IPV, and introducing Johnson’s four 
typologies of violence alongside Stark’s concept of coercive control. 
Additionally, it sets forth the research objectives and questions steering this 
study as well as illustrating the Swedish context and initiatives regarding 
IPV. 
 
Chapter two, Knowledge Production, delineates the methodology. It begins 
by explaining the qualitative approach used to study IPV against men and 
the selection and assembly of the subject matter, and subsequently 
introduces the participants. The chapter discusses the study design, inspired 
by narrative methods, and ventures into the intricacies of research ethics, 
data analysis, power dynamics in interviews, and the emotional toll of 
conducting this type of research. The chapter emphasises the importance of 
maintaining a critical stance to ensure the study findings are valid, reflecting 
the participants’ lived experiences. This chapter highlights the 
methodological detail and the ethical depth necessary for understanding 
male victimhood in IPV contexts. 
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Chapter three, Assembling the Maze of Knowledge, positions this research 
within academic discourse. It examines various perspectives on violence – 
including feminist, social constructionist, gender-based, and gender-
inclusive lenses – before presenting the political debate on IPV. The chapter 
probes male victims’ societal acknowledgement (or lack thereof), their 
difficulties when seeking help, and the ambiguity in distinguishing self-
defence from violence.  

 
Chapter four, Theoretical Lenses, outlines the theories I use to analyse the 
men’s narratives. These theories originate from various theoretical lenses, 
notably Giorgio’s definitional hegemony and dialogue, alongside Fricker’s 
epistemic injustice, to explore how societal biases impact men’s IPV 
narratives. This chapter critiques traditional views on masculinity using a 
social constructionist approach, emphasising the fluidity and evolving 
nature of masculine identities. The discussion on dismantled masculinity 
and the liminality faced by men highlights their vulnerability in IPV 
contexts and their challenges based on gender narratives. By integrating 
these diverse theoretical perspectives, the chapter aims to foster a deeper 
understanding of men’s transformative journeys in redefining their identities 
and the concept of ‘possible self’ in the wake of IPV. 

 
Chapters five through eight, the empirical heart of the thesis, concentrate on 
themes emerging from the analytical journey. Chapter five, Narratives with 
a Message, recounts the complexities of the participants’ experiences and 
their battles against institutional bias and perceived power imbalances. 
Exploring the Spectrum of Violence, the subsequent chapter, classifies the 
violence recounted, noting the prevalence of psychological abuse, followed 
by physical and sexual violence and coerced financial surrender. Chapter 
seven, Toxic Ties, discusses the participants’ behavioural changes in 
response to their ‘no-win’ situations, heightened sensitivities, and feelings 
of forced passivity induced by their traumatic experiences. Chapter eight, 
Lost in Subordination, explores the impacts of abuse on masculine identity, 
the liminal states endured, and one’s personal evolution towards a new 
possible self, introducing the notion of piloting masculinity. 

 
Chapter nine, Concluding Reflections, is the final chapter of the thesis. This 
chapter discusses the main findings and addresses the thesis research 
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questions. The various sections touch upon the redefinition of masculinity 
and victimhood, and how the experiences recounted by the men have led 
them to a (re)shaping of themselves in the liminal state, as well as how this 
change has aided them to leave their relationship. The men proceed by an 
evolving piloting masculinity in the pursuit of a ‘new’ masculine identity or 
possible self. This transformation has involved the acknowledgement of a(n) 
(in)vulnerable masculinity. The chapter concludes with a section on 
potential pathways for future research. 

 

***** 
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Piecing the Paths Together 
Stories travel and stories stay. [...] They surface in different places at 
different times, preserving their ability to entertain, to enlighten, or 
bewitch. […] this is the tradition that has triumphantly re-emerged in 
our times, as people’s thirst for meaning and identity, in its majestic 
objectivity, appears singularly unable to do. It is to stories, the ones 
we invent ourselves and the ones others offer us, that we now 
routinely turn in order to make sense of different events we 
experience. (Gabriel, 2004a, pp. 1-2) 

Stories are essential in human life, demonstrating their resilience against the 
backdrop of modernity and our continual reliance on them for understanding 
our world and experiences. People continually craft and navigate their 
narratives, using them to derive meaning from personal and societal events. 
These narratives have the power to turn vague experiences into ones that are 
filled with significance. We have become particularly attuned to these 
narrative threads that envelop and permeate us. This awareness of narratives, 
which can, for researchers, be a sign of potential stories awaiting discovery, 
resonates with my decision to be inspired by the narrative approach to delve 
into men’s lived experiences of IPV by female partners. This choice aligns 
with the perspectives of Johansson (2005) and Riessman (2008), who 
underscore that narratives constantly evolve within individuals, both 
verbally and bodily. Gabriel’s perspective on narratives as mythical 
storytelling – where facts morph into stories and stories into facts – provided 
a fresh lens through which to interpret men’s accounts (1991, 2004b). This 
assertion underscores Gabriel’s approach: “We live surrounded, suffused, 
and saturated by stories and narratives, some of which we create ourselves 
in our conversations and in the text we author” (Gabriel, 2004a, p. 2).  
 
Building on Gabriel’s perspective that narratives are omnipresent in our 
surroundings and crafted by us, this study seeks to dig deeper into how these 
stories, in their varied forms, significantly contribute to the processes 
through which men interpret their experiences of IPV. Gabriel’s view 
suggests that narratives are integral components of our existence, 
influencing us and being reconstructed by us as we attempt to make sense 
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of our experiences and events. This dynamic interaction indicates that 
narratives take on distinct shapes based on the storyteller’s identity. This 
process of meaning-making can be observed in this study as involving 
‘narratives of the self’ and ‘narratives for the self’. ‘Narratives of the self’ 
refer to stories that articulate who one is, one’s past, and one’s future 
direction, whereas ‘narratives for the self’ consist of discursive narratives 
about how identities should and could be (re)constructed. In the creation of 
‘narratives of the self’, material is gathered, interpreted, and integrated from 
‘narratives for the self’. These narratives are then utilised to interpret, 
mediate, and make sense of the men’s life experiences. Consequently, this 
thesis addresses the translational challenges arising from a lack of 
correspondence between life experiences and ‘narratives for the self’, which 
complicates the construction of coherent ‘narratives of the self’. 
 
Considering this holistic perspective on narratives and the crucial role of 
narratives in shaping our perceptions and experiences, this chapter begins 
with an outline of the thesis inception, the recruitment of interviewed men, 
and the delimitations. The subsequent sections detail the interview process, 
my role as a researcher on sensitive topics, and the emotions that arose 
during the interviews and analysis. The ethical considerations and 
methodological discussions have been integrated throughout this chapter 
rather than confined to specific sections. This integration reflects the belief 
that ethics and methodological considerations are fundamental to all aspects 
of the research process; thus, they are intricately linked with every 
methodological choice made during the study. Except for cases where 
clarity requires a focused discussion, the author includes methodological 
discussions throughout various sections, similar to ethical considerations. 
The thesis also explains how the narratives were analysed and the themes 
identified for use. 

 

***** 
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The Object of Knowledge and the Subject of 
Study 
This thesis delves into a knowledge gap concerning IPV, and it seeks to 
bridge that gap and reflect the social sciences objective to understand 
societal meanings. The adopted methodology focuses on men’s experiences, 
echoing Hacking’s (2004) perspective on social constructionism.  The 
method allows the exploration of how gender, violence, and power are 
dynamic concepts shaped by social influences (Benton & Craib, 2011). 

 
My evolving understanding of the social world, shaped by interactions, 
underlines the importance of joint knowledge development. The research 
emphasises the need for vigilance and adaptability, challenging my 
preconceptions and allowing diverse interactions to reshape the study focus 
(Benton & Craib, 2011). This notion aligns with Blumer’s (2014) theory on 
transforming human actions through social interactions. The thesis is 
committed to addressing interpretative challenges and comprehensively 
analysing hermeneutics. 
 

Qualifications to Share One’s Story 
This study targets men aged 18 and over who have experienced demeaning 
and diminishing treatment and/or violence from female partners in 
heterosexual relationships (Bates, 2016). This specific focus aims to shed 
light on the intricate aspects of gender identity within the context of female-
perpetrated IPV. 
 
Recent research has begun to unveil the prevalence of female-perpetrated 
IPV against men, challenging conventional IPV narratives and emphasising 
the need for a deeper understanding of how such experiences impact male 
victims (Bates, 2019a, 2019b; Hines & Douglas, 2009, 2010, 2022). This 
thesis explores how societal views on masculinity and victimhood shape 
male victims’ interpretations of their experiences (Burcar Alm, 2005; 
Hellgren et al., 2015; Migliaccio, 2001). A critical aspect of this exploration 
is the complex identity reconstruction male victims undergo, influenced by 
the interplay of masculinity, perceived victimhood, and societal norms.  
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In pursuing this inquiry, the primary method involves interviews with male 
victims of IPV by female partners. These interviews are crucial for data 
collection and provide insights into how participants, fulfilling specific 
selection criteria, align their personal experiences with common societal 
perceptions of masculinity and IPV. The aim is to extend our understanding 
past the existing literature, offering a window into the lived experiences of 
these men. By adopting this approach, I strive to deepen the knowledge of 
the distinct challenges faced by males experiencing IPV, thereby enriching 
the broader discourse on IPV within the intricate interplay of gender 
dynamics and societal expectations. 
 

Locating Victimised Men – Wanting to Participate 
I focused this study on men’s experiences, a group traditionally receiving 
less attention in IPV research. A key challenge in this thesis was recruiting 
and contacting potential participants. Throughout the recruitment phase, I 
meticulously established non-pressuring ways to reach potential 
participants, ensuring they felt secure about their involvement (Wibeck, 
2010). Recruitment and sampling were systematically organised with the 
help of specialised units within municipal social services that broadly 
address IPV and voluntary organisations that specifically support male 
victims. These collaborations were instrumental in disseminating 
information about the study. The specialised units used posters and leaflets 
at their locations, while the voluntary organisations employed secluded 
groups and direct outreach to specific individuals. 

 
Potential participants were responsible for requesting more details or 
expressing their desire to join. They could connect via phone calls, texts, or 
emails. I perceive this recruitment method as a self-selected sampling, where 
participants, based on their gender and experiences, found the study 
engaging (Wasshede, 2010). The channels through which they learned about 
the study varied and have been categorised into three main groups: 1) 
snowball effect, where participants were reached through municipal 
specialised IPV units or personal networks, 2) voluntary organisations, 
leading to participants getting information from support groups within this 
sector, and 3) secluded groups on social media platforms (see Appendix A). 
Serendipitously, it transpired that the 21 men participating in the study could 
be evenly distributed among the three groups, with seven men each.  
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The (two) voluntary organisations providing contact to participants both 
emphasise male victimisation and vulnerability. The secluded groups on 
social media were exclusively for males – barring female participation – so 
that men feel free to discuss their experiences and find ways to cope with 
them without the risk of being scrutinised and questioned. A shared trait 
among the men in this category is their inclination to join these closed 
groups, primarily due to their inability to find other supportive spaces to 
discuss with men in analogous situations. These groups serve as a sanctuary 
where men can converse without the fear of judgment or scepticism. Since 
women are barred from these groups, a man from one of the groups assisted 
me in publishing a concise overview of the study and my contact 
information. Following this particular outreach, I was contacted by ten men 
willing to participate, four of whom were already aware of the study, and 
they were subsequently grouped accordingly.  

 
After securing approval from the Swedish Ethical Review Authority8, I 
initiated recruitment and scheduled interviews. Data collection spanned two 
phases: the first from June 2019 to February 2020, and the second from 
October 2021 to January 2022. This division was due to the outbreak of the 
COVID 19-pandemic, which restricted movement in Sweden starting in 
March 2020. In the initial phase, 20 men expressed interest. However, after 
receiving additional information about the study, one man was never heard 
from again, another explicitly declined participation, and a third man 
withdrew consent a year post-interview. By mid-2020, 17 interviews had 
been conducted and were in the process of transcription and analysis. The 
second phase began when an eighteenth participant reached out in October 
2021, followed by three others in November of the same year. This led to 
four additional interviews, bringing the total to 21 conducted interviews 
between June 2019 and January 2022.  

 
The first 18 interviews were held in shared physical space, but COVID-19 
arrived in Sweden in March 2020, which affected the opportunities to 
conduct the last four interviews similarly. I conducted two of these four 
interviews in shared physical space in October and December 2021, because 

 

8 The study was ethically approved in June 2019 with the Swedish Dnr 2019-02271. 
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Sweden had relaxed its COVID-19 restrictions. Due to a resurgence in 
COVID-19 cases in the middle of December 2021, I held the final two 
interviews in January 2022 via Zoom. 
 

Methodological Insights and Narrative Dynamics 
In this study, 19 out of 21 interviews were conducted in person, adhering to 
the gold standard for data validity and reliability, as suggested by Deakin 
and Wakefield (2014). The COVID-19 pandemic necessitated a shift to 
Zoom for the final two interviews, and this change brought unique 
challenges and advantages (e.g., Deakin & Wakefield, 2014; Oliffe et al., 
2021). With this methodological shift and fewer Zoom interviews, it was 
necessary to compare the participants’ openness across both formats.  

 
Compared to in-person interviews, the Zoom interviews surprisingly made 
these two men appear more relaxed. This aligns with what Oliffe et al. 
(2021) highlight as the interviewees’ comfort and familiarity with their 
personal milieu. Further, Oliffe et al. (2021) describe the concept of Rich 
Therapeutic Value in interviews via Zoom. Nonetheless, it is not possible to 
determine whether in-person or Zoom interviews in this study contribute 
more ‘rich therapeutic value,’ as there does not seem to be a significant 
difference between the two methods regarding the men’s willingness to 
share their experiences. The third advantage Oliffe et al. mention is the 
reduced cost; in hindsight, the expense of conducting interviews in-person 
could have been less. Whether Zoom interviews would contribute to greater 
inclusivity of participating men in Sweden cannot be confirmed or 
contradicted, as the participants were recruited throughout Sweden from the 
beginning (cf. Archibald et al., 2019; Deakin & Wakefield, 2014; Oliffe et 
al., 2021). Although Zoom can offer participants a more relaxed milieu, I 
still faced issues in these two interviews. The first is similar to what Oliffe 
et al. (2021) call Choppy Purview, meaning that poor connectivity and 
difficulties in ‘reading’ the men’s reactions in dimly lit rooms were notable 
drawbacks. Another unique challenge was Adjusting to Self-Stream, where 
seeing myself during the interview was strange and possibly distracting, as 
articulated by Oliffe et al. (2021). 
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By analysing the content of the men’s narratives, this study revealed 
differences in vocabulary usage based on the men’s association with 
municipal specialist IPV units, voluntary organisations, and secluded groups 
on social media. Men who had had interactions with specialised IPV units 
or had undergone therapy often used specific terminology related to men’s 
violence against women, reflecting influences from municipal action plans 
and the National Board of Health and Welfare definitions. In contrast, 
narratives from the other two groups did not use the same terminology. Still, 
it was possible to discern that there were similarities in how they spoke and 
what they spoke about, indicating that they had exchanged their experiences. 
Another exciting revelation in the men’s narratives is a lack of a shared 
vocabulary that effectively illuminates and clarifies their articulated 
experiences. 

 
Overall, using two different methods when conducting qualitative 
interviews highlights the complexities in capturing and interpreting men’s 
narratives in different settings and emphasises the importance of 
understanding the nuances of interview methods and the influence of social 
context on the language in qualitative narratives.  
 
As I delve into the complex narratives of men’s lived experiences with IPV 
by female partners, it becomes imperative to apply the methodological 
insights and narrative dynamics discussed previously to a more focused 
analysis of the interpersonal structures characterising these relationships and 
the patterns of violence initiated within them. The nuanced understanding 
of narrative methods, particularly the attention to the subtleties of men’s 
storytelling and the emotional resonance embedded within, sets the 
foundation for analysing the intricacies of dual, triangular, and combined 
relationship structures. These specific analytical findings enabled me to 
unravel the complexity inherent in IPV scenarios, shedding light on the 
multifaceted nature of how violence is initiated and the critical role of 
interpersonal dynamics. The analysis builds upon my methodological 
considerations, as I seek to illuminate the intricate ways in which men 
navigate their identities, experiences, and realities within the context of IPV, 
and it highlights the significance of understanding these interpersonal 
structures for a comprehensive interpretation and understanding of the 
men’s narratives.   
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Analysing Interpersonal Dynamics in Narratives 
Building on the methodological insights and analysis of the narrative 
dynamics, my analytical process into the men’s narratives unveiled complex 
interpersonal structures. These relationships fall into three distinct 
categories: dual, triangular, and combined, each revealing unique 
interaction patterns and dynamics of violence and abuse, enriching the 
understanding and interpretation of men’s stories. Dual relationships 
spotlight direct interactions between the man and his female partner, often 
positioning men as the primary targets of violence and abuse; however, 
instances of mutual perpetration are noted. Triangular relationships 
introduce an additional layer of complexity, involving a third party, most 
often the child/ren, to impact indirectly the men negatively, which is a 
dynamic that often escalates and intensifies post-separation, especially in 
custody disputes. Combined relationships merge direct violence between the 
man and woman with strategic involvement of third parties, such as 
child/ren, close relatives, or public authorities, creating a multifaceted 
landscape of abuse. This classification framework not only deepened my 
understanding of the diverse experiences of men facing IPV, it also 
highlighted the need to explore complex interpersonal dynamics further.  
 
Having established this framework, an analysis of 21 men’s narratives 
revealed 28 relationships, each highlighting the complexity of their lived 
experiences. Notably, 16 men disclosed experiencing violence and abuse in 
just one relationship, while five men described such experiences across 
multiple relationships. Of these, three men recounted experiences from two 
different relationships, and two men detailed their involvement in three 
relationships. This exploration revealed overlaps in the structural 
categorisation of relationships, underscoring the challenges in identifying 
and understanding the dynamics at play. The interwoven nature of these 
structures points to the intricate ways violence and abuse manifest in 
intimate relationships, stressing the importance of a nuanced understanding 
that considers the diversity of interpersonal structures.  

 
This complex backdrop sets the stage for analysing the dynamics of violence 
initiation and response. The discussion of more relationships than the 
number of men participating in the study underlines the intricate nature of 
these experiences, pointing to the varied and multifaceted contexts in which 
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men find themselves embroiled in violence and abuse. This understanding 
became more critical as I dove deeper into the layers of the men’s narratives, 
particularly concerning agency information and the dynamics of violence 
initiation.  
 
The men’s stories offer insights into the nature and severity of their 
experiences, including typically who initiated and who reacted to violence 
and abuse. While analysing these narratives, it emerged that although some 
men might have exhibited violent behaviour, they often framed any violence 
on their part as a reaction to their partner’s actions or their own self-defence. 
This framing is crucial for understanding, interpreting, and explaining the 
men’s narratives, offering a perspective that challenges simplistic 
categorisations of victim and perpetrator. Delving into these dynamics offers 
critical insights that challenge conventional perceptions of victims and 
perpetrators, revealing the multifaceted reality of IPV as lived by the men in 
this study.  
 

Diversity among the Participants 
The participants in this study range from 32 to 65 years old, with the 
majority in their 40s. Their ethnic backgrounds are diverse: 15 men have 
both parents of Swedish descent, while the backgrounds of the others vary 
from European countries to mixed parentage involving Swedish and other 
non-European nationalities. Regarding their education, a handful have 
elementary school education, several have completed upper secondary 
school, one attended an art college, and ten hold university degrees. Of the 
21 participants, 15 are employed, with three running their businesses. The 
rest are either unemployed or on sick leave. Some men faced abuse or 
neglect during childhood, and others encountered “street violence” in their 
youth.  
 
Regarding personal history on record, three men have convictions, where 
two men have been found guilty of IPV and the third has been convicted of 
assault against a police officer. Substance use is also a part of some men’s 
stories, with a few having experimented with drugs and/or alcohol either 
before or during their destructive relationships; however, during the 
interviews, they all reported not currently using these substances. Regarding 
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their present situations, most (except two) men have separated from their 
abusive partners, with one man on the verge of homelessness after leaving 
his partner. Many men have children with their abusive partners, and several 
are involved in custody disputes at the time of the interview.  
 
To grasp fully the complexity of their stories, it is essential to acknowledge 
that not all male survivors self-identify as victims despite talking about their 
experiences of abuse and violence. Their demeanour during the interviews 
varied; some showed anxiety and distress, while others felt liberated by 
sharing their experiences. Given the sparse research on male victims of IPV, 
especially in a Swedish context, it is challenging to compare these narratives 
with existing data. What stands out is the men’s resilience and their attempts 
to make sense of their experiences, which subsequently influences their self-
perception and gender identity.  
 
It is crucial to emphasise that this thesis conveys the men’s perspectives, 
experiences, and perceptions of themselves and their partners. Important to 
remember is that the mentioned women cannot share their perspectives on 
the relationship or the issues discussed. Nonetheless, this thesis concerns the 
men’s perspective on their lived experiences and that is essential to 
understanding their life stories. 

 

The (Un)Expected Dance of Interviewing 
The location for the interviews varied, including group rooms in public 
libraries, group rooms at both Linnaeus University and other universities, 
conference rooms in hotels, and coffee shops on some rare occasions. While 
coffee shops were not ideal, they were sometimes necessary, especially 
when the men needed to reschedule the interviews on short notice, and no 
other venues were available. Using coffee shops posed challenges. 
Background noise was inevitable, even when selecting a corner table, 
making recordings difficult. Moreover, it was often hard to hear everything 
in public, mainly when the men spoke softly. Given the personal and 
sensitive nature of the discussions, I initially hesitated to conduct interviews 
in public places like coffee shops, primarily due to ethical concerns. Despite 
my reservations, the choice of location was ultimately guided by the men’s 
assurance of comfort with these settings, and I decided to proceed with less 
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than a handful of interviews in such venues, respecting their preferences 
while carefully considering the delicacy of their stories. The thoughtfully 
chosen locations were essential to creating a comfortable environment for 
open communication.  
 
Building on such interview foundations, my focus shifted to fostering trust 
to enable relaxed discussions. Once the interview began, the flow of the 
narrative relied on how the men put their lived experiences into an 
understandable story. The storytelling flow depended less on me to navigate 
the men in the right direction, as I had first anticipated (Silverman, 1993). 
My worries that they would not feel comfortable enough to narrate their 
stories were not justified; instead, it became clear that the men were eager 
to tell me about their experiences spontaneously and freely. When I did 
interrupt, it was to ask for clarification to follow up on something within 
their story, especially those interviews where the man turned out to have 
been subjected to violence by more than one female partner. When 
interruptions occurred, the men responded quickly to be able to return to 
where they were before. To achieve trust, I relied upon an open interview 
structure, allowing the men to take the lead in presenting how they preferred, 
which most often seemed to be structured in a chronological manner. The 
semi-structured interview guide functioned merely as a backup to facilitate 
and stimulate the interviewer how to proceed (see Silverman, 1993). 
 
One lesson from this experience was the adaptability required in my 
interview approach. Initially, the plan was to conduct a single session with 
each participant, since requesting additional time from them seemed rather 
demanding. In my effort to keep to the single-session format, I faced the 
situation where one meeting proved insufficient for three participants due to 
their other commitments. Consequently, two or three sessions were 
conducted with these men. Such adjustments provided an opportunity to 
observe a transition in demeanour. Compared to the 18 men who met with 
me just one time, these three men demonstrated more relaxed behaviour in 
subsequent meetings, in contrast to their first interview. 
 
In these continuation interviews, one of the participants, for instance, made 
brief eye contact during the second interview, a departure from his 
behaviour in the first session. He even joked, suggesting a greater level of 
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comfort. Similarly, another participant showed occasional, brief eye contact 
in the second interview and exhibited more relaxed body language, leaning 
back more than his forward, tense posture in the initial meeting. The third 
man, whom I met three times, progressed from a pensive to a more relaxed, 
yet still nervous, demeanour over our sessions. His nervousness was evident 
in his shifting postures. He alternated from leaning back with crossed arms 
and legs to leaning forward with elbows on the table and hands in front of 
his face – a stance suggesting a yoga pose. These movements became less 
frequent with each meeting, indicating what I interpret as more ease.  

 
These observations highlight the importance of the interview setting and 
process in encouraging openness and comfort. The changes in body 
language and engagement over multiple sessions underscore the evolving 
nature of the interviewer–interviewee relationship. 
 
Interview Duration and Considerations 
The data consists of interviews with 21 men, all of whom provided their 
consent in writing, or verbal recording in the case of the two men whose 
interviews were done via Zoom. For these 21 men, the total recordings 
numbered 25 due to the multiple sessions with three participants. Initially, I 
had anticipated each interview to span 90 to 120 minutes, a projection I soon 
realised to be overly optimistic after my second session. Duration varied, 
with the briefest interview taking 130 minutes and the lengthiest stretching 
over three meetings to 447 minutes. On average, the interviews spanned 
approximately 202 minutes. The culmination of all recorded interviews is 
an extensive 4,247 minutes, meaning 70 hours and 47 minutes. 

 
Irrespective of the interview length, the more extended interviews have not 
been given more prominence in the thesis than any other interview. The 
reasons for the varying lengths of the interviews are threefold. Firstly, some 
men had more than one relationship in which they had experienced 
demeaning treatment, violence, or various forms of abuse. The second 
reason is that some men required short breaks during the interviews, leading 
to temporary pauses and small talk before resuming their narratives, or they 
needed time to compose themselves in different ways throughout the 
interview. The third and final reason is the uniqueness of each story, which 
reflects the uniqueness of each man in how each narrated his experience. 
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Moreover, the length of the interviews could have been limited if I had 
strictly adhered to the semi-structured interview guide I had as support; 
however, my choice of a more open approach allowed the men to speak 
more freely about their experiences and increased the chances of receiving 
the narratives they ultimately chose to share with me.  

 
Emotional Resonance and Interview Dynamics 
Before each interview, I gave the participants an informational letter 
explaining the study purpose and providing definitions for various 
dimensions of violence. I included a consent form emphasising their right to 
withdraw from the study at any time without the need to provide a reason. 
The effectiveness of conveying the option to withdraw was evident when 
one man terminated his participation after completing his interview. Aware 
of the sensitive nature of the interviews, I prepared to deal with a range of 
emotional reactions, ensuring a supportive environment that allowed the 
participating men to express their feelings freely and safely.  
 
Something common among all the men was their frequent heavy exhaling 
during the interviews, a sign of trying to compose themselves and remain 
calm. While some participants felt at ease, others broke down in tears. All 
interviews were emotionally charged, with sadness and powerlessness the 
most prominent emotions. The sadness was often visibly manifested by 
tearful eyes or tears running down their faces or by cracked voices. The 
feeling of powerlessness was verbally expressed, particularly when they 
described their uncertainty about where to turn, how to handle their 
situations, or how public authorities had treated them. Despite these two 
dominant emotions, the men also had a discernible fighting spirit, evident in 
how they spoke of their desire to change their lives and help prevent other 
men from facing the challenges they encountered when seeking support. 
This fighting spirit was most noticeable in their explanations of why they 
wanted to participate in the study9. 
  

 

9 The reasons the men wanted to participate are further explained in the section Yearning for 
Recognition in chapter five, Narratives with a Message. 
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During the interviews, the participants were allowed to pause or terminate 
the session if they evoked suppressed or ignored memories that caused an 
emotional toll of too much discomfort. In the interview with Nicholas, this 
tipping point was identifiable several times, which meant I asked if he 
needed a break or wanted to terminate his participation. Nicholas’s recurring 
reply to my questions was: “Let’s get it over with.” On another occasion, 
when we discussed an emotionally draining topic, I could see its toll on him.  

 
Caroline: I totally understand if you want to take a break, okay? 

Nicholas: [Cries] Thank you! No, let’s keep going. You have to 
expect emotions like these. 

Regular check-ins were consistent throughout the interviews, ensuring that 
participants like Nicholas did not feel compelled to continue despite his and 
other men’s initial willingness to participate. Anticipating that revisiting 
past experiences might cause distress and compel the men to relive certain 
events, I informed them about available support and help for managing these 
resurfaced emotions. The information included municipal specialist units for 
IPV, voluntary organisations offering conversation support specifically for 
men experiencing IPV from a female partner, and healthcare services for 
counselling or therapeutic help. I refrained from contacting specific agencies 
or individuals for support services until after the interviews to ensure 
appropriate referrals based on the men’s locations and potential ongoing 
treatments. Despite these precautions and the information about support 
services, I was often left contemplating the emotional impact these 
interviews had on the men post-interview.  
 
As each interview concluded, I often felt I was leaving the men to manage 
their emotions alone despite having provided them with referrals to support 
services. My uneasy feeling was particularly evident in the interviews with 
Samuel. In Samuel’s case, the emotional strain was apparent as he relived 
painful incidents, leading to our exchange: 
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Caroline: I understand there’s more to say, but I think we should 
wrap up for today. It’s always hard to end, especially when I’ve 
contributed to bringing back difficult memories for you. But I’m 
grateful that you have a psychologist to turn to.  

Samuel: Yes, […] going back into these really tough memories is 
extremely difficult [….] It’s like being a frog boiled in water. You 
start with a comfortable temperature, around 37 degrees Celsius or 
so, and then it gradually increases until it’s too late. But you’re 
thrown right into this all at once and carry my story with you, too.  

Samuel expressed concern not only for himself, but also for me in how I 
would process his story, comparing the emotional build-up to a frog slowly 
boiling: “But you’re thrown right into this all at once and carry my story 
with you, too.” This consideration highlighted the reciprocal nature of 
emotional impact in research interviews, where both participant and 
researcher are deeply affected. 
 
Recognising the potential for what Yoder (2010) describes as compassion 
fatigue, often associated with burnout in healthcare settings, I engaged in 
counselling support and developed strategies to distance myself emotionally 
and psychologically from the narratives, particularly during transcription 
and analysis. However, the unpredictable emotional impact of the narratives 
led to a significant personal struggle, blurring the lines between my 
professional and personal roles. This underscores the importance of 
developing coping strategies to manage the emotional weight of each 
interview and prevent compassion fatigue, a struggle that many researchers 
in similar settings may face. 
 
The significance of simple coping mechanisms, like a phone call to a 
familiar voice, became a crucial strategy allowing me to transition from my 
role as a researcher, filled with distressing memories, to my personal space 
and identity, regaining comfort and strength. These calls, never disclosing 
any interview details due to confidentiality, helped regulate the myriad 
emotions I experienced, ensuring they were adequately addressed. 
Ultimately, these reflections on handling emotional resonance underscore 
the profound impacts on those involved and highlight the necessity for 
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comprehensive emotional support structures within research settings to 
safeguard all participants, including researchers. 

 
Narrative Authenticity in the Shadow of Time 
During the interviews, it became apparent that the events described by some 
participants happened long ago yet were recounted with remarkable detail. 
It was surprising, as the vividness and specificity of their accounts suggested 
that these incidents had occurred more recently. Notably, this was observed 
in the narratives of three individuals, each describing their first relationships 
involving destructive behaviours, and these interviews, conducted in the 
summer of 2019, revealed experiences dating back roughly 20 to 25 years. 
In addition to these three, another participant provided a narrative that stood 
out in its detail. This man discussed violent incidents that occurred 
approximately 18-20 years ago, in the context of a relationship that led to a 
prolonged custody dispute lasting 15 years after separation. Like the 
accounts of the first three men, this fourth man’s recollection was notably 
detailed, with explicit clarity. 

 
In these men’s accounts, the men describe experiences that remain indelibly 
linked to their present lives, memories they are unable to leave. These 
experiences, documented in some instances through legal records, have 
reinforced their memories, adding a layer of tangibility to their narratives. 
The richness of detail in these accounts, while raising questions about 
credibility, is supported by various documents presented by participants 
during their interviews. These include social services investigations, court 
records, and court orders, providing additional context and verification. 

 
Given the passage of time, it is essential to acknowledge that the many 
intervening years may have influenced these narratives, potentially leading 
to omissions or additions. Despite this possibility, the core focus of this 
thesis is to understand how these experiences have been interpreted and 
made meaningful to the men. Even if the actual violence for some had 
occurred in quite a distant time and the details most probably have been lost 
and added, these stories had become important, re-iterated for the men’s 
self-perception ever since. Meaning-making activities and attempts are the 
main focus here; one such example is when a participant talks about the lack 
of recognition and searches for possible narratives to portray his 
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experiences. So, while I describe actual events to inform the reader of the 
variations of violence told, I also try to explain the narratives as functioning 
as meaning-making, thus narratives for the self and the messages they 
convey to the listener. The significance of their narratives lies not in direct 
reflections of reality, but is mediated through interpretation and meaning-
making processes. This perspective aligns with the classical notion of The 
Thomas Theorem, structured ways of discussing and constructing reality 
with real-life consequences. As Thomas and Thomas (1928) effectively 
said, “If men define situations as real, they are real in their consequence” 
(p. 572). These famous words underscore the power of perception in shaping 
experiences, asserting that the personal significance these men attribute to 
their experiences has real-life implications, which is the central interest of 
this thesis. The enduring nature of these narratives, as evidenced by the vivid 
and persistent memories shared by some men, further illustrates the 
theorem’s relevance. Even after considerable time, the impact of these 
experiences remains significant, indicating the ongoing influence these 
interpreted realities have on the men’s lives.  
 

The Analytical Maze 
The analytical journey began with repeated listening of the audio files and 
continuous revisits to the transcripts during the entire analysis process. This 
approach was instrumental in aiding data collation and facilitated a deeper 
immersion into the essence of each story (e.g., Burcar Alm, 2005). In the 
first step of the analyses, I used the NVivo software to code sections of the 
interviews into five primary themes: Involvement Phase, Emerging 
Challenges, Leaving Processes, Liminal Masculinity and Reconstruction, 
and finally, Strategies to Cope with the Relationship. However, the sub-
codes under each theme grew in number drastically, making it difficult to 
get an overview of the data – despite the software. Therefore, I began to 
construct analytical matrices in which the identified themes were presented 
synoptically, together with theoretical lenses and concepts. In the first 
analysis matrix, I sorted various acts that the men endured and the 
challenges they faced which could be associated with these acts. This first 
matrix is a simplified version of the sub-codes under the primary themes 
identified in NVivo. This process also afforded examination of crucial 
events in the men’s lives that profoundly impacted their relationships and 
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their decisions to leave. This matrix also sheds light on the men’s roles and 
how they perceived their partners’ roles. 
 
To advance in the analysis and find a way to navigate the material that was 
becoming impenetrable, I endeavoured to achieve a more comprehensive 
understanding, which involved creating another matrix that categorised the 
relationship dynamics in which the violence occurred. This matrix also 
allowed for identification of the primary message of the narratives which is 
subsequently divided into two meta-messages which I will discuss briefly 
below. This matrix also includes the three categories mentioned earlier: 
dual, triangular, and combined violence relationships. However, the 
outcome of this analysis was less important than the questions and further 
analysis it facilitated. It became clear that violence often occurred through a 
third party (the shared child/ren) as well as directly between the partners, 
and with many having been in contact with authorities in custody disputes, 
I began to explore the messages these stories conveyed. The narratives spoke 
of vulnerability and of various forms of violence, but they also 
communicated an underlying message, which I consider to be a desire to be 
seen, recognised, and believed. 

 
A fundamental insight became more apparent to me as the analysis 
progressed. The men agreed to the interviews not merely on an impromptu 
basis, but with a reasonably open agenda that they brought to the table. In 
most cases, their participation in the interviews was not solely for the 
common good of contributing data to research; instead, they sought 
someone to listen to their stories. Their willingness was essential for me to 
be able to dig deeper and not just understand and frame the results; I 
therefore looked for variances in the meta-messages of the stories. These 
were crucial motivators for the interview to be realised and necessary for me 
to be able to reach understanding. At the same time, this level could reveal 
some of the background needed for nuance in the reception of the stories. I 
discerned two meta-messages conveyed narratively in either a rectification 
narrative used to seek justice against institutionalised injustice or an 
enlightenment narrative aimed at illuminating and understanding the 
phenomenon’s existence and its consequences in order to help others and 
create support systems.   
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The analytic matrix elucidated the prominent influencers in each story and 
the men’s perspectives on institutional involvement. Another aspect this 
matrix highlighted was how men viewed themselves and their partners at 
different relationship stages, particularly relevant for those in custody 
disputes.  
 
Most of my empirical analysis builds further upon this second matrix, but 
NVivo proved invaluable for swift theme-based searches. The need for 
multiple analytical approaches underlines the depth of the material and the 
intricacy of the analysis and interpretation process.  
 

Keys to Understanding Narratives 
Each interview was meticulously transcribed verbatim using a 
comprehensive transcription key inspired by Riessman’s thematic analysis 
to ensure accuracy. This approach allowed for a nuanced analysis of the 
men’s narratives, where it was evident even during the interviews that the 
men took short breaks, staggered, used filler words, and occasionally 
appeared incoherent in their storytelling (cf. Burcar Alm, 2005; Jägervi, 
2016; Riessman, 2008). These sensitive peculiarities guided the analysis as 
they indicated some themes were more challenging to discuss than others, 
and they helped identify emotions and memories associated with specific 
events, situations, or individuals. 
 
The transcription key was initially intended to enhance the reader’s insight 
into how the men discussed their experiences, aiming to go beyond what 
they merely narrated. I believed this key was pivotal in understanding the 
narratives as it illuminated the emotions the men might have felt while 
recounting, reliving, and recalling memories of the violence and abuse they 
had endured and possibly suppressed. Nevertheless, highlighting this aspect 
of their narrative did not enrich the understanding as anticipated. Instead, 
increasing the readability for the reader proved more valuable than retaining 
complex transcription symbols. The emotional expressions and nuances I 
initially found significant did not hold the expected importance. Thus, 
nuances valuable for a reader’s understanding and interpretation of the 
stories will now be presented in brackets, such as [crying] or with three dots 
without brackets, signifying longer pauses that occur in the middle or at the 
end of a sentence. Meanwhile, I have chosen to ‘clean up’ the excerpts by 
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removing filler words and modifying some aspects of the quoted material. 
All transcription was done with the utmost respect for the men’s privacy, 
ensuring their anonymity.  

 

From Life Stories to Insight 
What is a narrative? Many people associate the narrative concept with 
stories or storytelling. Different academic disciplines assign various 
meanings to narrative interviews and use them differently (Riessman, 2008). 
Qualitative researchers employ interviews, narrative or otherwise, as their 
primary methodological tool in qualitative research. Researchers view 
interviewing as a purposeful conversation – a structured dialogue aiming to 
grasp interviewees’ perspectives, interpretations, and meanings of specific 
issues (Enosh & Buchbinder, 2005).  
 
From this standpoint, I was inspired by the narrative approach when 
interviewing, since it would enable men to reconstruct their lived 
experiences. I actively listened to them and gave them space to remember 
their experiences from their memories, to reshape and articulate their 
experiences. Riessman (2008) argues that the narrative method is almost 
universal, because narratives are omnipresent, and I can attest to this 
statement. Noteworthy to remember is that not all accounts qualify as a 
narrative. For a story to be considered a narrative, it must meet the 
requirement of having contingency. In traditional narrative analysis, a story 
adheres to a distinct structure: a beginning, a middle, and an end, setting it 
apart from what might seem random and unrelated (Riessman, 2008). 
Supporting Riessman’s view, Gabriel (2015) suggests that specific, often 
comprehensive events transform stories into narratives. However, in this 
study, the narratives deviate from this conventional structure, and instead of 
seeing this deviation as a weakness, it emerged as a strength in 
understanding the men’s experiences.  
 
The men’s narratives did not conform to a linear progression of events. Such 
a lack of a rigid structure may, in Riessman’s and Gabriel’s perspective, be 
viewed as a limitation, but in the present case, it proved to be instrumental 
in revealing the authenticity of the men’s stories. The men’s difficulties in 
articulating their experiences, due to a lack of uniform language to express 
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their hidden reality, may have contributed to the deviation from the 
traditional structure sought in narrative research. Yet, this very aspect of 
their storytelling – the absence of a pre-packaged narrative arc – offered a 
unique insight. Their stories, retold and reshaped during the interview, 
provided an open reflection of their experiences. The non-linear nature of 
their accounts allowed for a deeper understanding of their lived experiences 
and realities, unconfined by the constraints of traditional narrative 
structures. This approach to narrative analysis underscores the significance 
of content and essence over form, offering a more authentic and nuanced 
understanding of the men’s experiences. Far from being a drawback, the 
lack of strict adherence to a conventional narrative structure enhanced the 
veracity and depth of their accounts, making the open format a strength in 
the analysis of this thesis.  
 
When analysing the interviews, it became apparent that the men speaking 
had a message to convey. Firstly, these men while making their voices heard 
seemed to be on a mission, emphasising that they want society to know that 
they, too, exist and need support and help. Secondly, the prominence of 
chronological recounting in their storytelling was unique, with most 
narratives tracing a clear timeline as they reconstructed and made sense of 
their experiences. This temporal framing was particularly salient when 
interruptions for clarifications were needed, and then they would briefly 
deviate before seamlessly reverting to their initial narrative trajectory. An 
overarching desire was observed among the men: they yearned for their 
lived experiences to be acknowledged and validated, as they sensed that 
their narratives were being silenced or ignored by their surroundings or 
society at large (this is further elaborated upon in the results and analysis 
section of the thesis). While the specific narrative structure might vary, the 
underlying essence and the importance of these narratives in understanding 
men’s lived experiences cannot be overlooked, a sentiment echoed by 
scholars such as Gabriel and Riessman.  
 
In interview situations, participants reshaped their lived experiences by 
following their own specific structure, not necessarily echoing Gabriel’s 
(2015) and Riessman’s (2008) insights on the evolution of stories into 
narratives. When paralleled with Gabriel’s (2015) viewpoint, these reshaped 
narratives appear as fragmented, condensed memory tales boasting unique 
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variations of experiences. Gabriel (2015) terms this phenomenon the 
uniqueness paradox. It suggests that although a narrative asserts 
distinctiveness, it adheres to a familiar pattern, as I have identified in the 
men’s stories. These patterns have echoed both similarities and peculiarities 
in the narratives, creating meaning and sense-making in the analysis. The 
uniqueness identified in each story is subjective and consists of individual 
experiences and events, which have been challenging to identify. 
Nevertheless, my task as a researcher has been to bring these individual 
stories together to reshape and recreate meaningful depictions of how men’s 
experiences of female-perpetrated IPV might manifest themselves. This 
work is enriching yet presents the significant challenge of weaving together 
a tapestry of diverse, subjective narratives into a coherent and consistent 
collective understanding. This process requires careful analysis and 
thoughtful interpretation to capture the essence of each unique experience. 
This depth of analysis becomes particularly relevant when considering 
Gabriel’s (1991) observations about the emotional dimensions inherent in 
narrative expression.  
 
Presenting emotions and similar descriptions from the men’s narratives 
poses a challenge. Here I clarify that when I mention emotions – when I 
state that the men feel something – it means that they have described this 
particular sensation to me. I cannot otherwise know what the men actually 
feel and think. However, to avoid repetitive phrases in the presentation about 
how the men describe or talk about their feelings, the text simply states what 
the men feel. These descriptions are not to be mistaken as absolute truth, but 
rather to be understood as the men’s descriptions of feeling or having felt a 
certain way about the lived experience or recounted narrative. Another 
reason for presenting the material in this manner is to enhance the readability 
and portrayal of the narratives. For example, where I have chosen to write, 
“Noel feels/senses that Zola continues to degrade him verbally…” and “The 
men feel treated unfairly…” I could have written, “Noel describes how he 
feels that Zola continues to degrade him verbally…” or “The men describe 
feeling treated unfairly…”. I adopt this approach for the sake of clarity and 
readability, as well as to convey the depth of their personal and emotional 
realities without repetitive qualifiers that could detract from the narrative 
flow. This method is consistent with qualitative research that prioritises the 
participants’ voices and experiences while ensuring the material is 



Chapter Two 
 

 
59 

accessible and engaging for the reader. The intention is not to generalise or 
assert absolute truth, but to represent the men’s perspectives faithfully as 
they have shared them in their interviews. 
 
However, Gabriel (1991) also contends that when men voice their 
experiences, each man elicits a spectrum of emotions, from anxiety and fear 
to sadness, and this manifests in both the men and me as a researcher. 
Intriguingly, stories can simultaneously mask and unveil truths. For 
example, a narrator’s expressed pride might hide underlying hurt, or 
laughter might serve as a cover for anxiety (Gabriel, 1991; 2004b, cf. Enosh 
& Buchbinder, 2005); this happened in most interview situations. Gabriel 
posits that stories and narratives instil the men’s experiences with meaning 
and empower the experiences to be reinterpreted, commented on, and even 
challenged when hearing, transcribing, and analysing them (Gabriel, 2004b, 
2015). Building on this understanding of narratives, I have tried to focus on 
the themes explored in this thesis, highlighting the messages conveyed.   

 
Narratives enable participants to articulate their experiences, shaping them 
to resonate with broader tales of identity and comprehension. Gabriel 
(2004b; 2015) often distinguishes between sense-making and meaning, 
highlighting how narratives become vital, especially in challenging 
experiences like enduring daily relationship violence. Life may seem 
meaningless in such scenarios, and individuals pivot to sense-making as a 
refuge. Gabriel emphasises that under the right conditions or a suitable 
backdrop, these marginalised voices can emerge poignantly, even if they do 
not fit within traditional story structures (Gabriel, 2004b; 2015). These 
nuances and the context in which they are presented play a crucial role in 
analysing and interpreting the men’s transcribed interviews. 

 
Overlooking the subtleties in storytelling, such as nuanced expressions or 
disguised emotions, could significantly skew the study findings. Elements 
like a simple sigh, an extended pause, or a faltering voice are more than mere 
speech patterns; they are indicators of the emotional resonance embedded in 
the men’s narratives. These signs often suggest the men’s attempts to 
process and articulate their relived experiences. Recognising and 
understanding these subtleties, especially against the backdrop Gabriel 
describes, is essential in a thesis on lived experiences. The delicate 
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impressions offer insights into the more profound, often unspoken 
sentiments conveyed through the men’s narratives (e.g., Oliver et al., 2005). 
 
These theoretical understandings of narrative subtleties were instrumental 
in analysing the transcribed interviews. By attending to the finer details, 
such as hesitations, tone shifts, and the emotional weight of words, I could 
probe further into the participants’ lived experiences. For example, 
recognising a participant’s prolonged pause before discussing a particularly 
traumatic event provided crucial insight into the depth of his emotional 
turmoil, enriching our understanding of his narrative. These observations, 
grounded in the perspectives advocated by Gabriel and others, were 
essential in constructing a nuanced analysis that goes beyond surface-level 
interpretations of the men’s stories. 
 

Gender Dynamics in Dialogues  
I arrived early to one of my initial interviews in an unfamiliar city, 
waiting outside a library. I felt a watchful presence, but brushed off 
the feeling. However, after the interview, the man I had interviewed 
revealed that he had arrived early, too, standing across the street to 
ensure I was alone. His admission did not stir fear in me; instead, I 
empathised with his apprehension about meeting a stranger, 
particularly a female one (Field Notes, July 2019).  

This cautious behaviour, observed in my study, echoes the findings of 
Skrinjar (2003) and Boëthius (2015), who explored the dynamics of female 
researchers interviewing male participants. Skrinjar’s research highlights 
instances of male participants exhibiting sexual interest towards her. She 
interpreted this behaviour as the men shaping their masculine identity 
through interactions with a female interviewer, impacting both the content 
and the quality of the interviews (Skrinjar, 2003). Boëthius, meanwhile, 
noticed that men’s perceptions of her as a female interviewer affected how 
they discussed exerting violence towards their female partners. 
Furthermore, certain expressions used by the men during the interviews 
were interpreted as indicators of perceived camaraderie, while others 
seemed to underscore a gender-conscious distinction (Boëthius, 2015). 
Although my experience interviewing men did not contain the sexual 
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dynamics reported by Skrinjar and the ‘camaraderie’ expressions or gender-
consciousness reported by Boëthius, the undercurrent of gender still 
surfaced. This was particularly notable in moments when I pondered its 
potential impact on the interviews.  
During one interview in this study, the gender dynamics became particularly 
palpable. As noted earlier, I felt observed before the interview, a sensation 
later validated by the man’s confession: 
 

The man: Today, I can’t even trust my own reflection because of 
these two women I’ve had in my life. So, forget about trusting a 
woman! To be honest, when I first got here [….] When it was closed, 
I was here before you. […] when you looked around, I watched for a 
while. Then I went to get some coffee and stood there to see if you 
were coming alone. I was pretty anxious. 

Caroline: I always come alone. 

The man: No, but honestly, I don’t believe… let me put it this way.  
I’m wary, but I’m not… how should I say it… paranoid, but a bit 
scared. Deep down, I believe… nothing’s going to happen. But… 

Caroline: But you’re being careful? 

The man: Yes, exactly! 

This man’s described emotions can be said to resonate with what Barbalet 
(2001) refers to as a blend of flight or fight responses stemming from internal 
conflicts about attending an interview, especially since an interview can 
pose both an opportunity and a challenge for the man and me as a researcher, 
as evidenced by the above situation. The man’s pre-interview behaviour 
could appear threatening, perhaps seen as an attempt to seize control or 
power; however, another interpretation might be that the man is gaining 
confidence, leading him to participate in the study. Despite various potential 
interpretations, I leaned toward the latter, especially since he agreed to a 
subsequent session because the scheduled time was insufficient. 
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Schwalbe and Wolkomir (2001) suggest that male informants sometimes 
seek control, especially when their masculinity feels jeopardised. Their 
observations are similar to those identified by Boëthius (2015); however, 
Boëthius’s observations show that the men in her study were more likely to 
try and regain control over the interview because she is a woman. Thus, I 
can challenge this, especially since the men I interviewed did not exhibit this 
behaviour, which aligns more with Skrinjar’s (2003) views. Skrinjar posits 
that gender presentation, but also individual gender identification, plays a 
role in these dynamics (2003). Thus, researchers must remain aware of 
vulnerabilities and dilemmas, especially when discussing sensitive topics, 
and understand the potential impacts of gender roles. 

 

Analysing Lived Experiences 
I was primarily inspired by the narrative method used to gather men’s 
experiences of heterosexual IPV. When coping with the emotional 
memories of violent experiences, it is essential to recognise how those 
experiences may manifest in one’s daily life. I define these memories as the 
men’s lived experiences, drawing inspiration from Öberg’s concept of lived 
life. During the interviews, I transformed these lived experiences into what 
I term voiced experiences, which eventually became interpreted 
experiences. The narrative approach often assigns strategic, functional, and 
purposeful significance to the storyteller, as Riessman (2008) illustrated. 
While the goals of such narratives may not always be clear or intentionally 
directed by the narrator, these stories undeniably play various roles – 
benefiting individuals, shaping social institutions, and influencing cultures. 
Moreover, by giving voice to their experiences, many people find 
therapeutic value in their narratives (Riessman, 2008). 
 
As Riessman (2008) noted, many participants use narratives to engage, 
entertain, persuade, recall, justify, or potentially mislead their listeners. For 
a narrative to play a specific role in producing and socially constructing 
knowledge, it must possess a degree of authority to shape broader 
perspectives. The accuracy and tone of narratives can change based on the 
time elapsed since the event – in this context, the occurrence of violence – 
as memories shift over time. Participants might then (re)frame their 
identities in alignment with their reimagined narrative of the violence they 
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endured. Therefore, it is crucial to consider the social backdrop when a story 
is voiced, primarily because researchers and I interpret these articulated 
experiences in a context potentially different from where they initially 
emerged (cf. Gabriel, 2004b; Riessman, 2008).  
 
Once narratives are shared, they become interpreted experiences for the 
listener. The listener must analyse and (re)craft these experiences based on 
the context and timing of their narration. Those on the receiving end must 
elucidate how they mediated these experiences during (re)construction. 
Öberg’s (1997) perspective might offer more profound insights into how 
these men perceive and project their identities, as well as how they 
comprehend their lived experiences, both in the past and the present. 
Through the narrative approach, these men can share and spread their lived 
experiences with the broader society, potentially enhancing a more nuanced 
understanding of IPV as a research domain (Ejvegård, 1993; Petersson & 
Robertson, 2003).   
 

Emotional Hermeneutics of Vulnerable Men’s Stories  
Upon completion of the narrative interviews, the task emerges to 
contextualise and interpret the lived experiences the men have disclosed. As 
the researcher, I become both the listener and the interpreter, faced with the 
challenge of rendering these experiences as authentically as possible 
(Sandberg & Alvesson, 2011; Sjöström, 1994). The bond ensures that men’s 
experiences are relatively represented (e.g., Agevall, 2012). 
 

I regard the transcribed texts as discursive imprints that have emerged 
in a given context for a particular time. The statements, therefore, do 
not say anything about how each person acts in other contexts. My 
analysis covers a text in a given context, a conversation that is to be 
regarded as a social interaction in which I, as a researcher, also have 
a significant part in the development and content of the conversation. 
The statements analysed are formed within this context, which does 
not preclude that the person might, in other contexts, choose to 
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communicate an entirely different statement or respond to the same 
issue(s).  (Agevall, 2012, p. 36)10  

This perspective underscores that the analysis will be grounded in the lived 
experiences of the men who choose to disclose, situated within a specific 
social context and time. Through these disclosures, we can gain deeper 
insights into the context in which heterosexual IPV has occurred and how 
these men understand their vulnerability and experiences (Schwab et al., 
2016; Sjöström, 1994).  
 
Reflecting on Gabriel’s insights into the nature and persistence of stories 
resonates with my hermeneutical endeavour. Just as Gabriel describes 
stories as living entities that travel, surface in different places, and transform 
(Gabriel, 2004a), so do the narratives within this research journey, going 
from spoken words to transcribed text, evolving, and taking on new 
meanings.  
 
However, the challenges in analysing and interpreting such experiences 
extend beyond mere representation. Benton and Craib (2011) suggest that 
the researcher’s task involves elucidating aspects that might seem morally 
questionable to others, in addition to understanding how men perceive 
violence in relation to their masculinity and sense of self. Gadamer (2004) 
articulately describes the nature of interviews: “Everything we have said 
characterises the situation of two people coming to an understanding in a 
conversation, which is a genuine application of hermeneutics” (p. 385). 
Further, as highlighted by Sjöström’s (1994) discussion on our inherent 
biases in encountering others, there is the blazing question of what 
‘understanding’ truly means in hermeneutical research.  

 
In this hermeneutical exploration, I have tried to be aware of my 
preconceptions, and acknowledging my biases and emotions has been 
crucial since they might interfere with my reshaping interpretations of the 
men’s stories. The hermeneutic process in this study involves continuously 
examining diverse interpretations to discern the most convincing one, 

 

10 Freely translated by the author from the original text in Swedish.  
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culminating in a deepened understanding that gains validity upon 
confirmation of a plausible interpretation (Sjöström, 1994). 
 
The primary goal of this research is not to capture an absolute truth, but 
rather to render these human experiences comprehensible to a broader 
audience (Gadamer, 2004; Sjöström, 1994). In the context of this thesis, the 
men’s spoken narratives, once transcribed, transform into texts that serve as 
written expressions of their lives. Gadamer (2004) elucidates this 
transformation: “Texts are ‘enduringly fixed expressions of life’ that need 
understanding. One partner in the hermeneutical conversation, the text, 
speaks only through the other, the interpreter. Only through the interpreter 
do the written marks revert to meaning” (p. 387). In this hermeneutical 
process, the transcribed narratives acquire the status of ‘text’, which then 
communicates and gains meaning through various interpreters, be they 
researchers, readers, or analysts. This conversion from spoken narrative to 
text allows for a deeper exploration and reinterpretation, enabling the 
narratives to reverberate with meanings that extend beyond their original 
verbal expression. 
 
Moving from interpretation to engagement, interpreting the interviews thus 
becomes more than a process of gathering empirical data and striving to 
understand a specific research domain and a sensitively charged experience. 
This hermeneutical approach aims to achieve mutual comprehension, 
recognising that this method carries its emotional weight. Immersing myself 
in the men’s memories and experiences through narrative analysis can be 
emotionally challenging. This approach exposed me to the potential inner 
impact of the men’s traumatic narratives, which resonated deeply with me. 
However, such emotional engagement is an intrinsic part of the social 
science research (cf. Meadors & Lamson, 2008; Riessman, 2008; Yoder, 
2010), underscoring the interconnectedness of interpretative depth and 
emotional resonance.  

 

Nuances in Generalisability and Transferability  
Every life story is unique, and the key to a successful interview lies 
in flexibility – not standardisation. While analysing a life story is a 
scientific endeavour, the act of interviewing is an ‘art’. Researchers 
should never interrupt an informant’s narrative but should actively 
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listen and validate their personal story, even if it does not directly 
address the research questions. […] Part of the researcher’s role 
involves ethical considerations like being human, sensitive, 
empathetic, and understanding. (Öberg, 2015, p. 61, quotation marks 
in original)11  

Öberg (2015) underscores the importance of reflecting upon a researcher’s 
rights and responsibilities when going deeper into people’s lives to access 
their narratives. At the same time, individuals need to recognise when they 
deserve someone who genuinely listens to their stories. As the quote above 
highlights, research is not just about methodology – it is steeped in ethics, 
too. Every methodological choice bears ethical implications (Öberg, 2015). 
In academic circles, discussions around the reliability and validity of a thesis 
often focus on its quality and credibility, especially concerning prior 
research (Cypress, 2017; Morse et al., 2002). Part of this dialogue is the 
generalisability of a thesis, which is pivotal, specifically in discussions 
regarding whether qualitative studies can, like their quantitative 
counterparts, be generalised (Ali & Yusof, 2011; Cypress, 2017; Morse et 
al., 2002).  

 
With this context, generalising the empirical findings of this thesis, as I have 
interpreted and analysed them, might be challenging. The premise here is 
that my viewpoint on men’s vulnerability to IPV in heterosexual 
relationships is unique – just as each man’s story is unique. Every researcher 
brings a unique lens, and that perspective, including mine, colours each 
investigator’s interpretations. The thesis does not necessarily aim for broad 
generalisability. Nevertheless, the analysis of men’s experiences, 
vulnerability, and self-presentations could, in theory, be generalised when 
anchored in the theoretical assumptions and prior research included in this 
thesis (Rubin, 2021).  

 
An academic discussion on masculinity and men’s vulnerability and 
experiences of violence in relationships would align closely with the thesis 
findings. Such understanding can inform society at multiple levels. 
Introducing new paradigms in the discourse on IPV, this thesis could have 

 

11 Freely translated by the author from the original text in Swedish.  
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broader implications, even if its outcomes are not universally relevant (e.g., 
Rubin, 2021). The actual value of this thesis may not lie in its 
generalisability, but in its transferability. While rooted in one specific 
context, the findings could be relevant to other situations. The insights from 
this study, drawn from narrative life stories and examinations of 
masculinity, can inform other research endeavours. Notably, the analysis of 
the men’s lived experiences, interwoven with previous research insights and 
the theoretical framework, underscores the thesis contributions to a broader 
intellectual context. It is important to note that the study does not advocate 
for classical generalisability; instead, it acknowledges a form of theoretical 
generalisability, especially relating to analysing men’s narratives about their 
vulnerability and experiences of violence. These insights, suggesting 
applicability in similar contexts, enhance the potential of the thesis to 
contribute significantly to discussing men as victims of female-perpetrated 
IPV, ensuring this issue attracts attention in broader IPV debates. 

 
At the same time, it is crucial to emphasise that the study focal point is men’s 
(in)vulnerability within the realm of violence in heterosexual relationships. 
The specific theoretical and methodological approaches utilised in this 
thesis do not imply universal generalisation to all IPV discussions, but they 
do highlight the pertinence of the piloting masculinity12 and the various 
dimensions of violence illuminated by this research, asserting the relevance 
of this present thesis beyond the immediate context studied. 
 

Navigating Validity and Reliability 
In the initial phase of this study, I engaged with municipal units specialising 
in IPV and voluntary organisations aiding men victimised in intimate 
relationships. This approach aimed to deepen my understanding of IPV and 
the support mechanisms available at both municipal and voluntary levels 
and to gather insights from professionals and volunteers involved in 
supporting victimised and vulnerable men.  
 

 

12 Piloting masculinity will be further explored in chapter eight Lost in Subordination and chapter nine 
Concluding Reflections.  
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Initial discussions also included professionals from municipal units and 
police officers in units investigating domestic crimes. These preliminary 
dialogues, encompassing five individual and two group conversations, 
enriched my background knowledge of the field. This background 
complemented my previous experience as a municipal administrative 
investigator in social services, where I had surveyed the extent of violence 
against women and children, thus providing me with a preliminary 
understanding of IPV. This pre-understanding is considered a strength in my 
thesis of men’s victimisation in heterosexual relationships.  
 
Consistent with Alvesson and Sandberg’s (2022) concept of an 
interpretation-enhancer and horizon-expander, my pre-understanding 
significantly contributed to this research. In agreement with Alvesson and 
Sandberg (2022), a researcher’s pre-understanding, rooted in hermeneutics, 
suggests that knowledge development never starts from ground zero, but 
builds on some prior understanding of the phenomena under investigation. 
Acknowledging how this pre-understanding influences and can be 
harnessed in developing knowledge is imperative. 
 
The background knowledge I developed before initiating this study was 
further enhanced through early discussions with professionals and 
volunteers, thereby extending my comprehension before I conducted five 
group interviews. These five group interviews, aimed at gaining insights 
from professionals and volunteers about men’s vulnerability, involved 31 
specialists in IPV and men’s susceptibility to it. I opted for note-taking for 
the five individual meetings, while I recorded the discussions with the 
participants’ consent for the two group meetings. The five group interviews 
with professionals and volunteers and the two group meetings, all consented 
and recorded, amounted to 1,261 minutes of material. These recordings, 
transcribed verbatim, served as a rich source for expanding knowledge 
before conducting individual interviews with interested male participants. I 
decided against including my interview notes, memoranda, and the 
recorded/transcribed material from professionals and volunteers in the study 
results. Instead, these elements provided substantial support in broadening 
my understanding of IPV. 
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Various perspectives exist on whether this empirical material should be part 
of the study results and analysis. Nonetheless, it undeniably functioned as 
an interpretation-enhancer and horizon-expander in comprehending and 
analysing men’s lived experiences of female-perpetrated IPV. In this 
context, my initial and expanded pre-understandings have been invaluable, 
as assets in the knowledge production pursued through this thesis (Alvesson 
& Sandberg, 2022). This perspective enriches pre-understanding, informed 
by preliminary discussions, and sets a strong foundation for the subsequent 
data collection and analysis phases, where ethical considerations and 
participants’ engagement are essential. Building on this foundation, I 
carefully navigated the ethical aspects of data handling after each interview. 
All men were offered to read their transcript, and some (eight) did, which 
provided an opportunity for further clarification on overlooked points. 
Moreover, this process allowed the men to elaborate on their initial 
statements, addressing potential omissions and ambiguities.  
 
One criticism Öberg (2015) highlights about qualitative studies based on 
interviews focusing on narrative life stories is the lack of an established 
method to verify the authenticity of the stories. I acknowledge this criticism, 
and the data I have collected cannot be controlled in detail. Nevertheless, I 
would argue that this problem is more or less disturbing depending on the 
object of knowledge. In my case, the target is primarily set on individual 
sense-making and masculine transformations in cases where men are 
subjected to violence in intimate relationships, not on proof or validation. 
Even if triangulation of data could be obtainable in some cases, for example, 
by interviewing their IPV counterparts or checking with court records, such 
strategies are deemed to threaten the trust needed for establishing the 
interviews and ensuring confidential participation. Trying to verify the 
authenticity could also have the effect of turning the interviews into tales 
with proof, leading away from more open narrations.   
 
Similarly, Atkinson (1998) states that life stories are not just about 
generalisations, explanations, and facts, as commonly assumed. Instead, life 
stories aim to foster understanding and insights into various phenomena in 
people’s lives. Williams’s assertion echoes this understanding: “Stories 
happen to people who know how to tell them” (cited in Öberg, 2015, p. 66). 
Keeping this perspective in mind and aligning it with both Gabriel’s (2004b) 
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and Flyvbjerg’s (2006) views on how stories impact people and how they 
convey them, it is evident that each story is unique and inherently complex. 
Flyvbjerg (2006) succinctly captures the essence of stories: “Good 
narratives typically approach the complexities and contradictions of real 
life. Accordingly, such narratives may be difficult or impossible to 
summarize into neat scientific formulae, general propositions, and 
theories” (p. 237). 
 
Drawing from these perspectives on storytelling, I have endeavoured to 
ensure that my empirical material genuinely represents its core research 
objectives. I assumed the credibility of the interviews, allowing readers to 
derive trustworthy interpretations based on the shared narratives. It has thus 
been pivotal to depict the inherent complexity of the men’s lived 
experiences, as I discerned from the data. 
 

Trust, Critical Stance, and the Risk of Becoming a Useful 
Idiot 

All I had to do, I had a simple choice, I could just say: “Yes, you’re 
right, men are the enemy. No problem!” But I can’t, I absolutely 
couldn’t. (Pizzey, 2016, time 1:19:28)  

The quote by Pizzey from Jaye (2016) in the documentary The Red Pill – 
Men’s Rights Documentary resonates deeply with my own experiences 
throughout the journey of composing this thesis. I had embarked on a mental 
voyage approximately ten years before my admission to the doctoral 
programme in 2017. The quote insinuates that, since 2007, I have been faced 
with the option to turn a blind eye towards the focus of this thesis, yet, akin 
to Pizzey, I have felt unable to do so based on my personal values. My values 
are grounded in the human right to live a life devoid of violence and abuse. 
Nonetheless, this does not imply that this study has progressed 
straightforwardly without obstacles or deviations along the path; on multiple 
occasions, I have encountered resistance, and the experiences recounted by 
the men in this study have been questioned and critiqued. Although I have 
not been confronted with explicit comments regarding the truthfulness of 
the men’s lived experiences, implicit views regarding the credibility of the 
narratives have indeed been present. Throughout this entire process, I have 
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felt that the truthfulness of the stories is not what makes them engrossing. 
The focus has been on gaining insight into how the men articulate what they 
have experienced and what the men articulate they have experienced, and 
how they make sense of these expressed experiences and how they present 
themselves and (re)construct their identity. 
 
As mentioned above, the material I have collected testifies to highly 
complex relationships where attempts to overpower and gain control over 
the partner are recurring. It has proven to be a difficult material to manage, 
where the risk of becoming prematurely fixed in a particular perspective and 
understanding has been evident. The most challenging has been to 
understand narratives of subjugation and victimisation from men who have 
been convicted for using violence themselves or whose women have been 
placed in protected housing or at women’s shelters. This primarily concerns 
seven men, three of whom disclosed they had been convicted for various 
types of violent actions – Adam, Saleh, and Vincent – and four men – Axel, 
Oscar, Ezio, and Noel – who revealed that their female partners had been 
placed in women’s shelters. These seven narratives will be detailed further 
in chapter five Narratives with a Message, where Adam describes being 
convicted for violence against a police officer, and Saleh and Vincent, for 
gross violations of a woman’s integrity, an offence specified in the Swedish 
Penal Code. Adam and Saleh also believe they were convicted on 
insufficient and/or false grounds, whereas Vincent admits his actions. 
Among the remaining four narratives about women placed in women’s 
shelters, it was revealed in these men’s stories that they perceive the women 
to have utilised the established Swedish societal safety nets for abused 
women to their own benefit, implying that the men feel that professionals 
within social services and the judiciary more readily acknowledge the 
women’s stories. The result is placement in women’s shelters based on what 
the men consider false accusations. In these seven men’s stories, some 
descriptions have, during the ongoing study, prompted reflections and 
questions regarding how these narratives should be handled and analysed. 
The depictions from these men’s experiences became particularly 
significant during the work where I attempted to understand all 21 
participating men’s stories. I have spent a substantial amount of time 
discussing with supervisors and research colleagues the stance I needed to 
take about the collected material, and these discussions have contributed to 
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various opinions which I have had to take into consideration while analysing 
my material. 
 
Before diving deeper into the analysis of these narratives, it is crucial to 
understand the historical and sociological context in which these men’s 
experiences are situated. The evolution of feminism has significantly 
impacted gender equality, particularly in highlighting and addressing gender 
inequality. Gardiner (2013) and others argue that feminist thought is crucial 
for understanding masculinity, as it has driven the analysis of gender as a 
social construct. Such feminism has led to varied responses from men, 
initially fostering the Men’s Liberation Movement, which allied with 
feminism and recognised men as being harmed by societal gender roles 
(Messner, 1998). However, the movement struggled to address gender 
performance and power dynamics, leading to a split. This division gave rise 
to the Men’s Rights Movement, which opposed feminist perspectives and 
the pro-feminist movement that sought to challenge oppressive notions of 
manhood (Messner, 1998). At this juncture, the perspective of the Men’s 
Rights Movement is crucial to understand. Messner notes:  
 

[T]hese activists are not arguing for a return to patriarchal 
arrangements and traditional masculinity. To the contrary, men’s 
rights advocates are critical of the ways masculinity has entrapped, 
limited, and harmed men, and they want to reconstruct a masculinity 
that is more healthful, peaceful, and nurturing. More important, they 
do not see feminism as the way to accomplish this improvement in 
men’s lives. Just the opposite, they disagree with the feminist 
contention that men enjoy institutionalized privileges. (1998, p. 269) 

Messner elucidates the movement’s critique of traditional masculinity and 
its distinction from antifeminist sentiments that seek to preserve male 
supremacy. The emergence of online Men’s Rights platforms has led to a 
more militant, antifeminist stance within spaces collectively known as the 
manosphere (Ging, 2019; Jane, 2018; O’Donnell, 2020). This movement 
challenges mainstream feminist narratives, arguing against the existence of 
patriarchy and portraying men as disadvantaged (Rawcliffe, 2023). This 
broader socio-political backdrop is essential for understanding the resistance 
and scepticism encountered throughout my thesis, and this context situates 
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the narratives of the men in this thesis within a larger conversation about 
gender, power, and society, offering a nuanced perspective on the 
complexities of advocating for men’s rights while also engaging with 
feminist thought. By recognising the Men’s Rights Movement’s nuanced 
critique of masculinity and its opposition to feminist frameworks for male 
improvement, and acknowledging the emergence of a more militant, 
antifeminist stance in online platforms, the resistance and scepticism 
encountered surrounding male victims of IPV become a pivotal part of 
navigating the broader conversation about gender roles. This context 
underlines the importance of exploring men’s narratives not just as isolated 
stories, but as reflections of wider socio-political dynamics that shape the 
discourse on gender equality and power (Messner, 1998). 

 
Continuing with the original discussion, I am aware that there will be readers 
who will approach these seven men’s stories with considerable scepticism, 
as they contain information about convictions of violence towards a police 
officer and gross violations of a woman’s integrity while also claiming to 
have been subjected to various violent actions by their female partner. 
Nevertheless, it is essential to be aware that these men actively contacted 
me with a desire to participate in the study and share their experiences. The 
same applies to the men whose partners have been placed in women’s 
shelters. Questions I have pondered during the analysis process include: 
Why have these men reached out? Does it, in their cases, concern a struggle 
for rectification? Have I, in my ambition to understand and create meaning 
around men’s victimisation and vulnerability to IPV, come to play the role 
of a useful idiot by legitimising their narratives by framing them in academic 
discourse?  
 
While acknowledging the possibility of being perceived less favourably, my 
role is an opportunity to delve into and engage with diverse perspectives. 
This approach has enriched my understanding with a broad spectrum of 
theoretical insights and methodologies for examining violence in intimate 
relationships. In dealing with the more complex narratives, the initial 
thought was to exclude them from the analysis due to the ambiguity they 
introduced, affecting their cases and the overarching narrative. However, 
excluding these stories would have meant to avoid confronting the inherent 
complexities research of IPV entails, fundamentally undermining a core 
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project objective, that is, to illuminate less explored facets of IPV stories 
from men living in Sweden. Excluding data from the analysis would 
compromise the integrity of the examination by only presenting selected 
slices of evidence to the readers. Additionally, it would misrepresent the 
contributions of the interviewed men, who were led to believe in the 
significance of their participation in the broader research context.   
 
I decided to address the issue directly by asking why they chose to share 
their stories with me. Their motivations did not stem from material benefits 
or advantages in disputes with their partners or authorities. From my 
perspective, they had the opportunity to omit details, tailor their stories more 
favourably, and present themselves in a light most beneficial to their 
interests. This consideration is relevant to all qualitative research, but it 
leads me to a question: Why would they share details that could be 
interpreted negatively? While showcasing themselves in a more favourable 
light might omit certain pieces of information, the pursuit of personal 
psychological benefits or motives of revenge seems less likely. These 
motivations would not explain why they would share information that could 
discredit themselves or their narratives. 
 
Questions like these only partially emerged during the analysis but had been 
implicitly present since the initial stages of data collection. After each 
interview, I wrote field notes reflecting on my observations, and upon 
revisiting these notes, it appears that I have consistently pondered certain 
aspects that unfolded during the interviews. One recurring note concerns 
these seven men’s narratives: Why did they choose to share their 
experiences with me, especially when their stories could be interpreted as 
ambiguous? If I had been better prepared for the specific complexities of the 
interviews, I might have been equipped with even more critical and probing 
questions. However, I believe that without my openness to their stories – 
which some might perceive as naivety – it might have been difficult to gather 
the rich material that underpins this thesis. The men emphasised the 
importance of having been listened to without feeling judged or compelled 
to adopt justificatory strategies. This approach encouraged them to disclose 
even hard-to-tell experiences.  
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The analysis testifies that the men came to the meetings with varying 
degrees of explicit expectations; they harboured hopes that their stories 
would achieve something. This hope is further clarified as the narratives 
unfold a message unpacked in the first empirical chapter. However, several 
critical questions remain that require additional reflection and clarification. 
 
Does the material consist of such one-sided party narratives that it lacks 
credibility? The concern that the study focus on only the men’s accounts 
might compromise its credibility, particularly in presenting a comprehensive 
narrative of past events, is understandable. Obtaining narratives from both 
sides in research about IPV can be challenging due to practical 
considerations, such as time and resources. Additionally, ethical 
considerations have to be included if interviews with both parties are to be 
conducted. Nonetheless, it is crucial to emphasise that the goal of the study 
is to enrich the body of research by exploring the stories and experiences of 
men who have experienced violence. The study seeks to understand, 
interpret, and amplify voices that are not only shaped by personal memories, 
but are also inseparable from the individuals’ sense of self and identity. 
Studying these subjective narratives deepens our understanding of and 
contributes valuable insights into the life experiences of these individuals. 
 
Could the fact that men were recruited from supportive networks have 
shaped the narratives and partly the content? To varying degrees, all men 
participating in the study have a supportive network around them. These 
support networks have undoubtedly been crucial for the men to handle their 
experiences, where they have received a helping hand to start articulating 
their experiences. At the same time, the analyses of the material show that 
these narratives do not appear to have been designed within men’s 
movements or men’s organisations that express opposition to women or 
feminism. On the contrary, these men have primarily expressed a softer and 
perhaps more ‘feminine’ masculinity and talked about the need for equality 
and a somewhat different, more inclusive understanding of masculinity and 
femininity. There are studies suggesting, “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” (Bjørnholt & Rosten, 2021, p. 126, e.g., 
Venäläinen, 2020). This quotation points to an essential tendency in the 
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academic discourse, which my thesis also addresses, namely, that men 
subjected to violence by female partners represent a complex issue requiring 
increased understanding beyond stereotypical notions of masculinity and 
femininity. The men included in the present study demonstrate that 
supportive networks in various forms play a role in their ability to handle, 
understand, and articulate their experiences of violence.  

 
My study emphasises the importance of making men’s stories visible while 
also highlighting a pursuit of a nuanced understanding of masculinity, where 
experiences of vulnerability and the quest for equality are not seen as signs 
of weakness, but as aspects of human strength and diversity, even within the 
context of IPV. Far from all narratives spoken by men subjected to violence 
by a female partner are rooted in antifeminist rhetoric (Bjørnholt & Rosten, 
2021; Rothermel, 2023; Venäläinen, 2020). Based on my interpretation of 
the studies and collected stories for this thesis, it seems that the men’s 
experiences and their contacts with the various support networks mainly 
involve a need to seek understanding and recognition from others (Jaye, 
2016; Rafail & Freitas, 2019). What can be discerned in these 21 men’s 
stories is an earnestness to achieve equality and a desire for increased 
understanding that they, like women, need support and assistance in difficult 
and traumatic situations. I am not saying that there are no men’s groups with 
radical views that may be perceived to be rooted in antifeminist rhetoric, but 
what I am saying is that it is not possible to generalise all men’s groups and 
their support networks.  
 
Could some individuals have seen the opportunity to participate in an 
interview as a form of vindication for themselves, and have I become a tool 
for this? There has been discussion about some men’s choice to participate 
in the study and why, as well as whether there were underlying motives in 
the form of validation. There might be interviews where there has been a 
certain degree of seeking validation or affirmation, as participation can be 
seen as a platform for the men to share their experiences and be heard. In 
the research conducted in social work, it is crucial to bring forward voices 
and experiences that have not been articulated or made visible previously. 
At the same time, it is essential to question whether real vindication can be 
achieved given the demands for anonymity and confidentiality that research 
imposes. Researchers take steps to protect participants’ identities, which 
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limits the public nature of their justification. Thus, the perceived 
justification of the men cannot become public in the true sense; however, 
their participation and more significant contribution to knowledge are still 
considered valuable.  
 
What is the risk that I end up in a one-sided position where I want to ‘defend’ 
my material and view any questioning as a threat? Admittedly, interrogation 
can be challenging and sometimes burdensome, leading to doubts and 
reconsiderations. Despite this, I have endeavoured to manage and respond 
to it. The critique has also stimulated a probing analysis, leading to one of 
the foundational outcomes of the study, such as the research subjects were 
not neutral in response to the researcher’s questions; instead, these 
individuals also had a purpose in engaging with the research. Their agenda, 
as I understand it, after careful and probing questions, is not about exploiting 
me as a useful idiot, but about sharing their experiences so that others in 
similar situations as themselves can receive support and assistance more 
easily than they have and at an earlier stage.  
 
Considering the diverse narratives encountered throughout this thesis and 
the complex interplay of factors that contribute to IPV, it becomes clear that 
our understanding of such dynamics cannot be one-dimensional. Exploring 
all facets of violence within intimate relationships is key to amplifying the 
voices that have been marginalised and fostering a more inclusive and 
comprehensive discourse on IPV, as highlighted by the stories of men in this 
study. In acknowledging the intricacies of male victimisation, it is essential 
to consider the advice of scholars who advocate for a more nuanced 
investigation into the phenomenon of violence. As Holtzworth-Munroe 
(2005) suggests: 
 

We should not have to continue work comparing violent males and 
females (in our attempt to prove that male violence is worse); rather, 
some researchers should now feel free to study female aggression as 
a topic in its own rights. (Holtzworth-Munroe, 2005, p. 258)  

In embracing this holistic approach, we can begin to untangle the complex 
web of factors contributing to IPV, opening the way for deeper insights and 
more nuanced solutions. The journey toward understanding and addressing 



Piecing the Paths Together 
 

 
78 

IPV, in all its forms, is ongoing. By broadening our perspectives and 
challenging traditional narratives, we can move closer to a future where all 
individuals, regardless of gender, can live free from violence and 
oppression.  
 
It is pivotal to heed the counsel of scholars like Holtzworth-Munroe (2005), 
who advocate for a shift in research focus towards recognising female 
aggression as a distinct research field. This perspective does not aim to 
minimise the seriousness of male violence or contest its prevalence but 
acknowledges that female-perpetrated violence also merits dedicated 
research. It is essential to clarify that this thesis does not emphasise women 
and the violence they exert towards men; the focus is specifically on men’s 
narratives and sense-making in the face of such violence and how they 
present the (re)shaping of their masculinity and identity. Holtzworth-
Munroe’s statement above underlines the legitimacy and necessity of 
studying men’s experiences of violence from their female partners, 
affirming it as a topic of its own rights. This approach allows for a more 
nuanced understanding of IPV, challenging traditional narratives and 
contributing to a more comprehensive discourse on violence that respects 
the experiences of all individuals, regardless of gender. 

 

***** 
 

Chapter Summary 
In this chapter, the research delves into the qualitative methodological 
aspects of studying IPV from female aggressors against male victims. The 
study aims to explore the experiences of men over the age of 18 who have 
encountered abusive or violent behaviour from women. I approached this 
sensitive topic by conducting interviews inspired by the narrative approach. 
The methodology ensures that the data collection closely aligns with 
personal experiences and societal perceptions of masculinity and IPV. 

 
The recruitment strategy was thoughtfully designed to ensure a non-
pressuring approach, engaging municipal social services specialised IPV 
units and voluntary organisations that support male victims. These units and 



Chapter Two 
 

 
79 

organisations played a decisive role in disseminating information by 
displaying posters, distributing leaflets, and informing verbally. The 
professionals and volunteers approached potential participants about the 
ongoing study, which led to men contacting me directly. Men who felt 
aligned with the study focus initiated contact, ensuring their readiness and 
interest in participating. This approach is considered self-selective. Ethical 
considerations were paramount, focusing on creating a comfortable 
environment for the participating men, which meant choosing interview 
locations that ensured privacy and comfort and allowing the men to 
withdraw from the study without explanation, respecting their autonomy and 
emotional state.  

 
The methodological approach utilises NVivo software and analytical 
matrices to organise, code, and interpret the data systematically, ensuring 
validity and reliability. This rigorous process involves repeated listening to 
interviews and detailed transcript analysis, which allows for a reflective 
exploration of the nuanced experiences and identity reconstructions of male 
victims influenced by masculinity, perceived victimhood, and societal 
norms. My role as an ‘interpreter-enhancer’ and ‘horizon-expander’ 
incorporates initial insights into the data, emphasising the importance of 
respecting the complexity and authenticity of personal narratives. This 
approach deliberately avoids triangulation, thereby fostering the trust and 
openness necessary for genuine dialogue, but also highlighting the 
challenges in verifying narrative authenticity in qualitative research. By 
valuing the narratives as profound insights rather than mere data points, the 
researcher respects the unique nature of each story, and the study maintains 
credibility and grounding in the authentic experiences of its subjects. 

 
The sensitive nature of the interviews often led to a reflective personal 
impact, requiring engagement in coping strategies to manage the emotional 
toll of immersing oneself in such intense narratives. Trust was an 
indispensable element in the interviewing process, with the researcher 
needing to navigate the complex dynamics of often receiving traumatic 
stories without leading the narrative. Having a critical researcher’s stance 
was key to avoiding the pitfalls of being swayed by potentially biased 
narratives and of becoming a ‘useful idiot’ – someone who might 
unwittingly legitimise unverified or manipulated narratives; I accomplished 
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this imperative by maintaining a critical reflective approach to analysing the 
stories.   
 
Overall, this chapter underscores the complexity and sensitivity required in 
studying the nuanced subject of male victimhood in the IPV context. It 
highlights the researcher’s methodological robustness, ethical rigour, and 
reflective journey, which are crucial for understanding and articulating the 
lived experiences of the participating men. The methodological integrity of 
the study and careful consideration of ethical standards ensure the validity 
and reliability of the present findings, contributing significantly to the 
broader discourse on IPV. 
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Assembling the Maze of Knowledge 
This chapter embarks on a journey through the intricate landscape of the 
previous research, tracing the evolution of IPV studies from their initial 
focus on male-perpetrated violence against women to the broader spectrum 
that includes female-perpetrated violence against men. Although much of 
the existing research positions men as the primary aggressors and women as 
the victims, this chapter uncovers the underrepresented narratives of male 
victims. In doing so, it confronts prevailing assumptions, urging a re-
examination of heterosexual partner violence from diverse social, cultural, 
and historical viewpoints. 
 
The chapter begins by sketching a contextual background of male-
perpetrated IPV against women, providing a foundation for understanding 
the complexities of IPV. This outlining is crucial for transitioning into the 
less discussed yet equally significant realm of women’s violence against 
men. It explores the societal and cultural factors contributing to the 
underrepresentation of male victims and female aggressors in IPV research. 
The chapter delves into the identity crisis faced by male victims, the 
multifaceted impacts they endure, and the complex dynamics involving 
female aggressors. Additionally, it examines the challenges in recognising 
and supporting male victims and discusses the broader implications of these 
findings for IPV policies, interventions, and societal attitudes towards 
gender and violence.  

 

***** 
 

(Un)Masking Intimate Partner Violence 
Throughout history, the phenomenon of violence has been used in various 
situations and contexts to inflict fear and make people do things against their 
own free will. Violence can be an advantage for those using it, whether on 
a macro or micro level (Wästerfors, 2016). Just the implication of its 
presence (e.g., a background expectation) symbolises the power that 
violence holds, to move from implicit to explicit at any given time. 
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Background expectation of violence indicates that violence is emotionally 
dense and characterised by complex patterns of interaction between the 
perpetrator and the victim, particularly domestic violence (Hearn & Pringle, 
2009; Wästerfors, 2016). When acts of violence in an intimate relationship 
have occurred and become an act of everyday life, the interaction patterns 
between those involved have changed due to the emergence of something 
else (Wästerfors, 2016). Enander (2008) explains that perpetrators of abuse 
often cause victims to replace positive emotions such as love, trust, and 
happiness with negative emotions like confusion, sadness, resentment, fear, 
or hate. 

 
Domestic violence, which often transpires within the private sphere of the 
home, is a behaviour that evolves with time and varies across space and 
place. Various factors, such as societal norms, cultural beliefs, relationships, 
and structural forces, influence the occurrence of violence (Agevall, 2012), 
while the identities of the victim and the perpetrator can influence our 
understanding, interpretation, and perception thereof (Johansson, 2004). 
The common notion is that IPV and DV transpires without witnesses, in 
isolation (Johansson, 2004). Contrarily, Hydén (2016) posits that it can 
become quite visible, contingent upon how it manifests and the reactions of 
those close to the involved parties. While acquaintances of the ‘IPV couple’ 
may harbour suspicions about the occurrence of violence and abuse, it often 
remains challenging to broach the topic or encourage victims to validate 
these concerns (Agevall, 2012). Identifying instances of violence can be 
difficult due to how widespread it is. Wästerfors (2016) states that anyone 
can commit a crime at any time and place, which is similar to what Loseke 
(2005) noted, “Violence seemingly is done by everyone to anyone” (p. 37, 
emphasis in original). Intimate partner violence often starts subtly and 
escalates in severity over time, leading to tragic and often fatal outcomes for 
many women (Enander & Holmberg, 2008). 
 
Though society plays a role in some acts of violence, Loseke (2005) points 
out that not all violence can be viewed solely as a societal issue to be 
resolved. Drawing from Bourdieu in Wästerfors (2016), violence often acts 
as a mechanism in the perpetual reshaping of societal structures, existing 
more in the background rather than the forefront. This insidious presence 
indicates the emotional weight of violence and its intricate dynamics 
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between perpetrators and victims. Building on this, Wästerfors (2016) 
discusses how male dominance in society is maintained through a mild, 
often unnoticed, violence that reinforces societal gender power structures, 
e.g., normative notions of masculinity and femininity in various sectors, 
leading to the continued evolution of societal frameworks. 

 

Historical Roots of Gender Power and Patriarchy  
Historically, the family structure in Sweden was influenced by male 
dominance and patriarchal systems. In the 1860s, men held a notably 
superior position both socially and within marriage. Men were legally 
granted control over their wife’s bodies, sexuality, labour, property, income, 
and children, while women were perceived as incapable of independent 
decision-making. This power imbalance, sanctioned by law, reinforced the 
patriarchal structure in society from a gender power viewpoint (Eriksson, 
2010; Wendt Höjer, 2002). 

 
Contemporary studies on domestic violence have a consensus on 
emphasising the underlying power relations between the genders. By 
examining the violence within the home through a patriarchal and gender 
power lens, scholars aim to interpret this violence using feminist theories 
(cf. Yllö, 2005). This vantage point suggests that violence often results from 
systemic gender imbalances (Nilsson, 2009; Wästerfors, 2016).  
 
The feminist perspective aims to challenge deviations and allegations. While 
a dominant feminist view suggests that a significant portion of DV is men’s 
violence against women, it is essential to understand that this is not a 
universally held belief. The focus remains on addressing the systemic roots 
of such violence rather than solely attributing it to individual behaviours. 
The gender power perspective thus attempts to differentiate between 
normalised gender roles and those roles tainted by violence and subjugation 
(Lövkrona, 2009a; Nilsson, 2009). Connell (2009) maintains that the 
violence men commit against women, leads to an atmosphere of fear and 
powerlessness that indirectly benefits all men, solidifying the patriarchal 
structure. However, it is crucial to acknowledge the evolving roles of 
modern men, many of whom confront and reject traditional patriarchal 
values (Connell, 2009). 
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The gender order traditionally places men above women, establishing a 
gender power hierarchy. To comprehend this structure, one must understand 
societal norms and the imbalances they enforce between the genders. 
Although society constructs these norms, it is essential to realise that 
individuals either uphold or contest them. Without change, the status quo 
persists, perpetuating the structures that have given rise to gender power 
imbalances (Hirdman, 1988; Thomsson, 2003b). 

 
Two fundamental principles have shaped gender power dynamics: 1) the 
segregation of genders, and 2) the male norm as normal. The former 
principle highlights society’s tendency to categorise individuals into rigid 
gender roles based on established norms and perceived deviations from 
these norms. The latter places male behaviour as the default, further shaping 
societal expectations around what is considered normal or acceptable. While 
these principles have significantly influenced societal structures, they are 
not unchallengeable. Confronting these norms, even subtly, can lead to 
significant societal shifts. Nonetheless, more radical clashes, such as a man 
overtly adopting behaviours typically associated with women, can be 
stigmatised as deviant. It is essential to approach these norms with nuance, 
recognising that deviations from them can be met with varying degrees of 
acceptance depending on the context (Connell, 2009; Hirdman, 1988; 
Thomsson, 2003b). 
 
Gender Power Dynamics  
Suppose we consider fear from the previously mentioned perspective. In that 
case, people interpret fear from violence as a symbol of societal power 
where society (re)constructs and maintains the gender power order. While it 
appears to be a common belief that men can use violence and sexual assault 
to achieve their objectives, not every man resorts to such aggressive 
behaviours towards women or other men (Nilsson, 2009). Nevertheless, 
women’s awareness and understanding of potential attacks or violence allow 
men to sustain and maintain their superior position in society and 
relationships, often at the expense of women’s freedom and safety (Wendt 
Höjer, 2002; cf. Hearn, 1998; Lombard, 2013). According to Wendt Höjer 
(2002) and Widerberg (2003), women’s fear of being subjected to various 
forms of violence and attacks should be considered a threat to their 
fundamental and individual rights and democracy.   
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In political discussions and academic research, specific views on gender, 
explicitly concerning IPV, face notable opposition. This opposition may 
stem from a belief prevalent in many societies that historically, men’s roles 
have allowed them some implicit latitude to exert dominance, occasionally 
through violent means, especially over women (Nilsson, 2009; Wendt 
Höjer, 2002 e.g., Eriksson, 2010). Nilsson (2009) argues that, 

 
[T]he relationship between challenge and resistance in the way men’s 
violence against women has been regarded […] is interpreted as an 
expression for a fundamental discrepancy between the space within 
which action is possible for men and for women. This discrepancy 
has denoted that when the space for one category has increased, the 
space for the other has decreased. (p. 248) 

Nilsson (2009) suggests that the struggle for women’s personal and sexual 
integrity has faced opposition from men’s sexual freedom. For instance, 
when women fought for home safety, the sanctity of marital privacy 
countered them. Wendt Höjer (2002) argued about the fear of violence in 
both public and private domains. She discussed how society granted men 
the freedom to control women’s bodies, forcing women to prove their 
innocence and lack of consent to sexual acts (Eriksson, 2010). Society’s 
historical actions can be said to have doubly victimised women: first by the 
individual male husband and then by the judiciary system when or if she 
chose to report marital rape. Society often doubted women and sometimes 
blamed them for tempting men to breach accepted norms. The responsibility 
shifted to the victim instead of remaining with the aggressor (Wendt Höjer, 
2002). Empirical studies show that implementing women’s demands has not 
been straightforward due to fears of overly restricting men’s freedoms. 
Therefore, adjustments were necessary. By recalibrating the game rules, 
women challenged the power imbalances due to inequality. Nilsson (2009) 
describes this as a continuous challenge and defence game in preserving the 
gender power hierarchy (Nilsson, 2009).  

 
The issue resurfaced regularly after addressing violence against women on 
the political agenda. Several dissertations and scientific studies have 
emerged nationally and internationally since the 1970s. The results of these 
scientific works are the numerous ways in which to take measures against 
violence targeting women. There is agreement that violence against women 
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must cease; yet this worldwide consensus should cross gender boundaries, 
and the state should intervene in this issue. Debates have revolved around 
disagreements on handling violence (Nilsson, 2009; Wendt Höjer, 2002). 
Political discourse has increasingly examined issues of gender, power, and 
sexuality. From the feminist theory perspective, sexual violence remains 
crucial. It has become a central discussion point concerning male-
perpetrated violence against women, now using broader terms like family 
violence or DV (Wendt Höjer, 2002). 
 
The shared views of the research community are basically arguments 
founded on feminist perspectives, which underline gender as the primary 
category for analysis. Thus, discussions about violence have intertwined 
with gender, not only because women predominantly become victims, but 
also due to the male identity being associated with the aggressor role (Wendt 
Höjer, 2002). Research on DV shows its asymmetrical nature in society, 
with men often being the main aggressors (Dobash & Dobash, 2004). 
Viewing violence against women from an asymmetrical gender perspective 
in dictates its roots in the power imbalance. Wendt Höjer (2002, p. 159) said, 
“rape exemplifies the extreme imbalance in the power dynamics between the 
sexes.” 13  This interpretation suggests that the unequal power dynamics 
between the genders, based on inequality, make women subordinate to men.  

 

IPV through Feminist and Social Constructionist Lenses 
Over the years, violence has been viewed through various lenses, offering 
diverse interpretations and implications. Feminist scholars, particularly 
those focusing on familial violence, predominantly adopt a feminist lens. 
Yllö (2005) emphasises that one cannot fully grasp the essence of IPV 
without addressing power and gender dynamics. Supporting this stance, 
Bourdieu and Englund (1999) stress that violence maintains male 
dominance and reinforces female subjugation both inside and outside the 
household. This viewpoint concisely encapsulates complex feminist 
research and theory. Ferree (1990)14 argues that “feminists agree that male 
dominance within families is part of a wider system of male power, neither 

 

13 Freely translated by the author from the original text in Swedish. 
14 In Yllö, (2005, p. 21).  
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natural nor inevitable, and occurs at women’s costs” (p. 866). This 
consensus among feminist researchers, who frequently define the issue as 
men’s violence against women rather than family violence or domestic 
violence, led to the conception of the Power and Control Wheel15 (Enander, 
2008; Scheffer Lindgren, 2009). 

 
This wheel provides a holistic perspective for society and practitioners, 
illuminating the intersections of violence, power, and coercion and control 
tactics. Yllö (2005) and Migliaccio (2001) highlight its significance in 
elucidating the gendered nature of interpersonal conflicts, particularly men’s 
violence against women. The importance of a feminist lens in dissecting 
violence in domestic settings becomes apparent, as supported by Pagelow 
(1983), Straton (1994), and Yllö (2005). However, Loseke (2005) also 
argues for the significance of a social constructionist viewpoint, suggesting 
it is equally vital. These varying lenses provide essential insights into the 
multifaceted phenomenon of violence. Loseke (2005) further elucidates the 
importance of the term family, suggesting that it holds implications for 
research outcomes. Loseke further argues that “Muddled thinking results 
when differences are ignored; it matters how family is defined” (2005, p. 
36, emphasis in original). This assertion aligns with Yllö (2005), 
emphasising the criticality of definitions in research. 

 
In conclusion, Loseke (2005) advocates for applying a social constructionist 
lens, particularly in defining and understanding key terms and concepts 
within the context of IPV. This approach complements the perspectives of 
Yllö (2005) and Migliaccio (2001), who emphasise the importance of 
examining men’s violence against women through a lens that accounts for 
the patriarchal structure and gender power dynamics in society. By 
integrating both feminist and social constructionist viewpoints, a more 
comprehensive understanding of IPV is gained, recognising the complexity 
of power relations and the influence of societal norms on individuals’ 
experiences of violence (Loseke, 2005; Migliaccio, 2001; Yllö, 2005). This 

 

15 The power and control wheel, also called the Duluth model, was created in 1984 by the Domestic 
Abuse Intervention Project (DAIP) in Duluth, USA. The wheel was invented to describe victims, 
offenders, practitioners in the criminal justice system, and the public. The wheel shows experiences that 
are most universally experienced by victimised women (The Duluth Model, 1984). 
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holistic approach underscores the necessity of addressing the individual and 
societal factors that contribute to IPV, providing enriched insight into this 
multifaceted phenomenon. 

 
Gendered Violence and Power Dynamics 
According to Hearn (1998), all violence is gendered, because it depends on 
the gender affiliation of the person experiencing, perpetrating, or witnessing 
the violence, particularly in a context where the violence occurs behind 
closed doors. From Hearn’s perspective, violence is assumed to be 
gendered; at the same time, violence is present in Wendt Höjer’s (2002) 
proclamation in that women experience fear and it occupies a lot of their 
time and energy without them noticing it. Women tend to avoid situations 
and locations on a conscious and unconscious level to minimise their risks 
of becoming an easy target for men’s violence. Widerberg (2003), with 
whom Wendt Höjer (2002) seems to agree, argues that violence and fear are 
central aspects of how male and female relationships are (re)shaped and how 
women’s fear seems to be part of the heterosexual game. Loseke (2005) 
defines this game as a form of the institution in the disguise of a family from 
a social constructionist perspective. Women tend to adjust their modus 
operandi following the rules of the game and the male norms and behaviours 
(Loseke, 2005). 
 
Considering how women adjust their behaviour and movement, men once 
again become identified as aggressors who inflict fear and possess power, 
while women remain embodied as subordinate to men in an unaffected 
power order (Wendt Höjer, 2002; Widerberg, 2003). Violence has become 
concurrent with gender, not just in how victims of violence are singled out 
as women, but also how the aggressors are assigned a specific gender 
identity – male. These prevailing ideas also show that violence is a socially 
constructed and gender-based phenomenon which maintains the power 
imbalance and inequality between men and women, as stated by both Loseke 
(2005) and Wendt Höjer (2002). 
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Conceptual Ambiguity 
The gendered perspective, which assumes that male power and violence are 
superior, constitutes gender as the analytical category regarding violence 
against women. The individual-based legal system incorporates gender 
relations and power structures through criminal offences, such as the offence 
of a gross violation of a woman’s integrity16. Since introducing this offence 
into the Swedish Penal Code17, authorities have emphasised preventing and 
addressing violence against women (Kelly, 1988; e.g., Wemrell et al., 2020). 
Violence is considered to be a problem directed not only towards women, 
but also an issue for the entire societal structure. Violence is a serious social 
problem, because it constitutes an obstacle to achieving the societal goal of 
gender equality (cf. Dobash & Dobasch, 2004; Johnson, 2006; Scheffer 
Lindgren et al., 2012; Straus, 2011). The Swedish Social Service Act 
includes provisions emphasising the responsibility of social services 
towards all victims of crime, according to the so-called victimisation clause. 
However, after the Penal Code added the offences gross violation of 
integrity and in particular gross violation of a woman’s integrity, the Social 
Service Act also included an additional clause with a special focus on 
women and children who are victims of domestic violence, ensuring that 
they are offered adequate support and help (Scheffer Lindgren et al., 2012; 
Wendt Höjer, 2002).  
 
The conclusion from political debates is that violence against women is 
related to the existing inequality and gender power order, since violence is 

 

16 Gross violation of a woman’s integrity is a subcategory of the crime gross violation of integrity and 
was introduced into the Swedish Penal Code in 1998 as part of the Swedish Reform for Women’s Peace. 
The crime classification is unique, as the construction includes several individual and punishable acts 
that constitute a severe crime. The law has been designed to facilitate the prosecution of aggressors of 
violence who have repeatedly and systematically violated an intimate female partner. The acts included 
in the crime are assault, unlawful threats, unlawful coercion, and sexual and other acts associated with 
sexual harassment. The law has been revised on two occasions. In 2013, vandalism and violations of 
contact bans were added, and in 2022, defamation was included in the criminal classification. The prison 
sentences for gross violation of women’s integrity are a minimum of 1 year and a maximum of 6 years. 
The offence gross violation of a woman’s integrity became a subcategory to the offence of gross violation 
of integrity to make men’s violence against women in intimate relationships more visible as a public 
health and societal problem and not a private matter (NCK, 2023). Gross violation of a woman’s integrity 
is Grov kvinnofridskränkning and Gross violation of integrity is Grov fridskränkning in Swedish. 
17 Penal code is Brottsbalk in Swedish 
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a means to express and maintain women’s subordination and men’s 
superiority (Corradi & Stöckl, 2014; Enander, 2010). Violence against 
women is therefore considered a gendered issue with asymmetrical features 
(cf. Dobash et al., 1992; Straus, 2011). Wendt Höjer asserts that analysing 
violence through the lens of gender power enables the judiciary system to 
view it as a necessary precursor to women’s political action against 
oppression and a process of general liberation. Moreover, as Eduards (in 
Wendt Höjer, 2002) claims, the core of gender power order is that “men 
have maintained their power over women by distinguishing women’s 
personal experiences by their collectively political expression” (pp. 206-
207), which can be illustrated with domestic violence. According to the 
analysis, violence against women restricts their ability to act and make 
demands. The democratic rules of the game circumvent women’s 
opportunities to act for change and to challenge reality. Women are denied 
status as subjects, thereby remaining unrecognised as legitimate political 
subjects. All the while, men are recognised, as they embody the (male) norm 
in society, and women’s experiences are by this means considered and 
defined as deviant and private (Wendt Höjer, 2002; cf. Eriksson, 2010).  
 
The Swedish government has arrived at the position in which all kinds of 
violence against women are seen as a matter of inequality between men and 
women. The consensus emphasises women’s vulnerable position in society, 
recognising them as subjects and objects. Men’s violence against women 
has become an umbrella term for all violence occurring within the home to 
bring attention to the gender-based and asymmetrical nature of the societal 
problem (Dobash & Dobasch, 2004; Wendt Höjer, 2002). When viewing 
men’s violence against women from this perspective, one must also identify 
and analyse violence in LGBTQIA relationships accordingly. According to 
Cannon and Buttell (2016), the traditional feminist model or theory is 
inadequate when examining, explaining, and analysing violence in 
LGBTQIA relationships, since the viewpoint limits the innovative policies 
and treatments necessary to alleviate the problem. Therefore, Cannon and 
Buttell (2016) have found that scholars have begun to apply a 
poststructuralist feminist theory to the phenomenon to understand better 
how these relationships may function differently from heterosexual 
relationships. 
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In using a poststructuralist feminist theoretical approach to IPV in 
LGBTQIA relationships, researchers seek to re-conceptualise an 
understanding of power as accessed through the patriarchy and instead view 
power within a field of relations. This is accomplished through 
deconstructing the heteronormative binary that men use violence to exert 
power, control, and authority over women. The binary perspective assumes 
men always exercise such power over women, while the poststructuralist 
feminist theorists argue that substituting a male-male coupling, for instance, 
changes the power and control dynamic. Deconstruction is a method that 1) 
identifies ways in which binaries are operating, and 2) investigates the 
effects of how these binaries operate. Such analysis is essential in order to 
understand that power is neither static nor binary. Deconstruction reveals 
that those who access societal patriarchal structures act violently to gain 
power and control and that those they abuse are innocent victims. This is 
however just one way in which power can operate in relationships (Cannon 
& Buttell, 2016). 
 
Cannon and Buttell (2016) argue, by applying a poststructuralist feminist 
approach to domestic violence in general, that women will come across as 
powerless. Traditionally, feminist models depict men as having all the 
power in a relationship. This assumption appears inaccurate. Research has 
shown that women, too, perpetrate violence in LGBTQIA and opposite-sex 
relationships, and sometimes in similar ways as men perpetrate violence and 
power (Cannon & Buttell, 2016; Ovesen, 2021). If studying violence within 
the home from a more poststructuralist approach, Cannon and Buttell (2016) 
recommend using the more inclusive concept when describing and 
analysing the phenomenon, particularly the violence in relationships (e.g., 
Carthy et al., 2019; Hamel, 2014; Ovesen, 2021). 
 
Advocating for a broader term, Loseke (2005) suggests that family violence 
should be the umbrella term instead of men’s violence against women. The 
reason is that terms such as family violence, domestic violence, and even 
intimate partner violence encompass all types of violence – violence by men 
against women, violence by women against men, violence in LGBTQIA 
relationships, violence by parents against children, violence by children 
against parents, violence between siblings, violence by adults against elderly 
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people, violence against particularly vulnerable individuals18, and honour-
based violence and oppression. According to Loseke (2005), defining words 
like family and violence is essential, because unclear definitions may result 
in muddled thinking or ideas. Ambiguity will not increase the public’s 
understanding of the phenomenon, nor will it help stop the violence that 
occurs in the privacy of the home (Loseke, 2005). Society and research 
should consider a more inclusive definition of IPV in order to achieve an 
equal perspective on dealing with this interpersonal violence (e.g., Cannon 
& Buttell, 2016; Hamel, 2007b, 2009, 2014; Migliaccio, 2001, 2002; Wendt 
Höjer, 2002).  

 
Importance of Language in Defining IPV 
Echoing Loseke’s (2005) views, others have agreed upon the importance of 
language and how certain concepts address violence within the home as a 
problem. Language has the power to influence political attitudes and 
assumptions regarding violence. Without a clear definition of the concept, 
there will be tensions regarding how to address and tackle the issue for what 
it truly represents: both a democratic and social problem for everyone 
affected, and not something anyone should endure in isolation (e.g., Loseke, 
2005; Nilsson, 2009). Björkgren (2009) contends that society must be 
keenly aware of the language and definitions used to express the moral 
stance on violence, especially when it occurs behind closed doors. Morality 
does not spontaneously emerge; it is born from the depths of concepts like 
men’s violence (Björkgren, 2009; see Boëthius, 2015). Wendt Höjer (2002) 
and Nilsson (2009) concur with Björkgren (2009) and Boëthius (2015) in 
asserting that both moral perspectives and the legal classification of violence 
as a criminal act influence our understanding of men’s violent tendencies. 
Such violence grants perpetrators, often men, the power to instil fear in their 
victims, predominantly women, irrespective of immediate threats. 
Furthermore, Nilsson (2009) emphasises that patriarchal structures and 

 

18 Violence against particularly vulnerable individuals refers to acts of aggression targeting persons 
who are in positions of dependency or disadvantage due to various factors. These factors include 
disabilities, chronic diseases, precarious living situations such as awaiting residency or asylum status, 
and circumstances of exploitation like prostitution or trafficking. This definition acknowledges the 
compounded risk and protection needs of individuals whose circumstances make them especially 
susceptible to violence.   
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gender power dynamics reinforce this power imbalance, positioning men as 
defenders and women as challengers, as articulated in her thesis. 
 
Nevertheless, this situation may change depending on how the language 
evolves around the concept, and such change may contribute to how men’s 
violence is understood, interpreted, and used. Language can influence the 
assumptions and attitudes of people and society in general, as well as the 
political debate and research, depending on the social context in which the 
words are being used and understood. In light of the dynamic nature of 
language and its power to (re)shape understanding, the very essence of how 
we comprehend violence, especially in intimate settings, is subject to 
constant evolution and re-evaluation (Björkgren, 2009; Nilsson, 2009; 
Wendt Höjer, 2002). The fluidity in language mirrors the dynamic nature of 
social problems, as described by Loseke (2017). 
 
Loseke expands this idea, stating “what we call “social problems” is not a 
stable category” (2017, p. 4, quotation marks in the original). This statement 
reflects the evolving nature of society, being constantly reshaped by new 
perceptions, interpretations, and implications (Dutton, 1994). Loseke (2017) 
asserted earlier that naming social problems involves both the conditions 
and the people in those conditions; for instance, the social problem of crime 
encompasses both criminals and victims. Whether explicit or implicit, social 
problems involve specific situations and the individuals affected, 
highlighting the need for adaptable and comprehensive approaches to 
addressing such issues. Loseke’s perspective underscores the importance of 
flexible and comprehensive approaches when addressing complex social 
problems like IPV, and thereby she reflects the interconnectedness of 
language evolution and social problem conceptualisation (Loseke, 2017; cf. 
Björkgren, 2009). 

 

Challenging ‘Traditional’ Lenses 
There are several lenses with which to study and view IPV; it is therefore 
essential to remember that researchers approach this research field from 
other perspectives, creating diverse interpretations and implications. The 
range of viewpoints leads to a multifaceted understanding of the 
complexities involved in research focusing on issues like IPV (e.g., Carthy 
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et al., 2019; Corbally et al., 2016; Dixon et al., 2022; Hamel, 2007b, 2009, 
2014; Hine, Noku, et al., 2022). Feminist and gender-based perspectives 
have traditionally framed IPV within a patriarchal paradigm, which is 
visible in the work of DeKeseredy and Schwartz (1998), where they state 
that “Men typically use violence to control their female partners” (p. 2). 
DeKeseredy and Schwartz’s statement somewhat aligns with Dobash and 
Dobash’s claim, with its foundation in the patriarchal conception19, which 
often suggests men’s violence against women is driven by their desire to 
control female behaviour (Dobash & Dobash, 1979). Bates et al. (2014), 
together with Hamel (2007b, 2009) and Fontes (2007), contest the 
traditional framing by advocating for a broader lens, highlighting the 
variability of aggression in IPV, including significant aggression by women 
towards male partners and in same-sex relationships. Their thoughts 
contradict conventional gender-based understandings and support a more 
gender-inclusive approach that also encompasses a more aggression-
focused20 research (Bates et al., 2014; Tetreault et al., 2021). 
 
Hamel (2007b) explicitly critiques the predominant focus on female 
victimisation and male aggression, underscoring the neglect of considerable 
female-perpetrated partner abuse; yet everyone does not support Hamel’s 
critique. Other researchers mainly attribute women’s violence or aggression 
to being a response to men’s violence and therefore as a form of self-defence 
(Larance & Miller, 2017; Miller, 2001; 2005; Pagelow, 1983; Sarantakos, 
1999; Saunders, 2002). Meanwhile, Yllö (2005) and Dutton (1994) argue 
for the universality of the patriarchal explanation for IPV, noting the absence 
of controlling behaviour or physical violence in most men and the 
prevalence of IPV. Further, Hamel (2007b) argues that “Feminist theorists 
have not yet explained how patriarchal power translates into personal 
power in most relationships” (p. 40), and he makes an additional claim.  
  

 

19 The patriarchal conception comes from Hamel (2007), where he claims that the feministic lens is 
associated with the patriarchal ideology.  
20 I have chosen to use the concept ‘aggression-focused’ to encapsulate the essences of the researchers’ 
viewpoints that challenge traditional gender-based views of IPV. This concept allows for looking at IPV 
through a lens that considers various forms of aggression, while also conveying the idea of shifting the 
focus from strictly gender-based and feministic perspectives of IPV to one that more broadly examines 
aggression, irrespective of gender. 
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[A] strong-willed woman who is ready to use whatever tactics are 
necessary to get her way and is married to a passive man who is 
emotionally dependent on her will have the power to in the 
relationship, no matter how ‘patriarchal’ the society is in which they 
live. Ironically, it is partly due to the patriarchal code of chivalry that 
most men are reluctant to hit their female partners, even when 
subjected to physical abuse. (Hamel, 2007b, pp. 40-41, quotation 
marks in original; see Fontes, 2007)   

From Hamel’s and other researchers’ (mentioned above) perspectives on 
IPV, there is a need to explore alternative lenses. Lewis and Sarantakos 
(2001) argue that feminist ideologies may underrepresent female violence 
(e.g., Carthy et al., 2019). For example, Hamel argues that feminist 
researchers who utilise the feminist and gender-based lenses are influenced 
by patriarchal ideology, and thereby become biased (Hamel, 2007a, 2007b, 
2009). This is particularly apparent in the feminist ideological analysis of 
IPV, where these researchers argue that men are solely responsible for IPV 
actions (Hamel, 2007a, 2007b; 2009; cf. Lombard, 2013; Lövkrona, 2009a, 
2009b; Svensson, 2004; Walker, 1983). Hamel (2007b), who explains this 
perspective with “because he is automatically presumed, by virtue of being 
a male in patriarchal society, to be the dominant partner” (p. 39), considers 
these biased perspectives to influence public authorities’ lens on IPV. 
Notably, however, the ‘traditional’ lenses on IPV have been challenged in 
recent decades. The emerging arguments, particularly by researchers in the 
field of IPV focusing on victimised men, suggest that IPV ought to be 
understood as a gender-inclusive or bi-directional issue rather than be 
defined through a simplified feministic or gender-based lens influenced by 
the patriarchal philosophy. They argue for a more comprehensive 
understanding of the IPV (Bates et al., 2014; Carthy et al., 2019; Hamel, 
2007b, 2009, 2014). 
 

(Un)Imaginable Violence Beyond Gendered Notions 
Violence and power constantly evolve as global phenomena, influencing 
their definitions, understanding, and analysis. Researchers like Bergenheim 
(2005) and Johansson (2004) emphasise the importance of considering 
factors such as the identities of the victim and the aggressor and the power 
dynamics at play when defining and comprehending violence and abuse. 
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Particularly in cases of IPV, which often generates moral introspection and 
uncertainty, it is crucial to consider context and circumstances. This 
approach allows for a deeper understanding of why those involved might 
renegotiate, explain, excuse, or even accept their actions (Boëthius, 2015; 
Gottzén, 2019; Hearn, 2012).  

 
The construction of masculinity and femininity as societal processes, 
influenced by societal structures and human behaviours, creates hierarchical 
positions between men and women within society. Based on historical and 
cultural assumptions, this hierarchy is sustained by the gender power 
structure (Kordon & Wetterqvist, 2006). Thomsson (2003a) criticises this 
system for perpetuating inequality and being incompatible with democratic 
values, as this arrangement relies on labelling, simplification, and 
stereotyping, which can be profoundly unpleasant and contradictory to 
individuality (cf. Thomsson, 2003b). 
 
Cultural and historical stereotypes often portray women as innocent, 
vulnerable, and less accountable for violent actions than men (Kordon & 
Wetterqvist, 2006; Svensson, 2004). This perception arises from the 
separation of genders and adherence to male norms, leading to an 
association of violence with masculinity (Lövkrona, 2009a, 2009b; 
Svensson, 2004). The violence attributed to women, if any, is often seen as 
uncontrolled and irrational, contrasting with the calculated, structured, and 
premeditated violence associated with men. This perspective assumes that 
women are less accountable than men for their violent actions, despite 
research indicating that women can perpetrate violence, including towards 
children and themselves (Lloyd, 1995; Nilsson & Eriksson, 2020).  
 
Lövkrona (2009a; 2009b) acknowledges that women may resort to violence 
for reasons beyond power and control, such as achieving equality in an 
asymmetrical relationship. This viewpoint aligns with Sarantakos (1999) 
who questions traditional gender dynamics in violence. Sarantakos suggests 
that women’s violence towards male partners is more severe and prevalent 
than previously thought, refuting the assumption that male victims of 
violence are non-existent (Sarantakos, 1999; e.g., De Puy et al., 2017). 
Dobash and Dobash (2004) probe into the motives behind women’s violence 
towards men, highlighting that self-defence, in response to persistent abuse, 
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contributes significantly to women’s violent actions. However, they also 
note that in some instances, women do not reciprocate the same level of 
violence, contradicting the self-defence narrative. Moreover, a few women 
may initiate severe violence against nonviolent male partners, although such 
instances are rare (Lewis & Sarantakos, 2001; Sarantakos, 2004). This 
viewpoint is supported by Hines and Malley-Morrison (2001), who argue 
that self-defence or resistance motives do not always account for women’s 
violence against men. These findings necessitate broadening the 
understanding of the dynamics that drive women’s violence against their 
male partners (Hines & Douglas, 2010, 2022). 
 
Connell (2009) opposes traditional beliefs about gender attributes, 
suggesting that gender identities refute established cultural and social 
beliefs. Instances of female violence disrupt gender power structures, like 
male victimisation (Svensson, 2004). Female violence is often 
conceptualised according to gender differences rather than as a relational 
act, thereby renegotiating the meaning of women’s violence by minimising 
or belittling it or portraying it as particularly serious (Arnell, 2019).  
 
Svensson (2004) argues that women who engage in violence (re)construct a 
form of masculinity referred to as female masculinity, suggesting that gender 
affiliations are not fixed and can thus be (re)constituted based on actions 
performed. This shift in violence takes issue with traditional gender norms 
and the maintenance of gender scripts (e.g., Halberstam, 1998; Nguyen, 
2008). Morrissey (2003) and Lombard (2013) propose reconsidering the 
perception of men solely as the IPV aggressors, highlighting that women’s 
violence often goes unrecognised due to prevailing norms. Dobash and 
Dobash (2004) conclude that the nature of violence men typically 
experience from women does not correspond to the intensity or frequency 
of violence that men perpetrate against women; yet their study shows that 
some men do experience severe injuries from women’s violence, 
underscoring the need to acknowledge women’s actions as conscious 
responses to personal and structural violence (Morrissey, 2003, cf. Bates, 
2019a). 

 
This emerging understanding of women’s violence and the weaknesses in 
traditional gender dynamics leads to another aspect of the gendered nature 
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of violence: the experiences of male victims. After having explored how 
societal perceptions and gender norms influence the recognition and 
interpretation of violence, especially regarding women, it is equally 
important to turn to how these dynamics affect male victims. In a society 
that often associates violence with masculinity and that views victimhood 
through a gendered lens, the plight of male victims of IPV presents unique 
challenges (e.g., Arnell, 2019; Bates, 2019a; Hines & Douglas, 2009). 

 
Recent research signals a shift in understanding IPV, highlighting that it is 
not exclusively gender-based. Men, too, can be vulnerable victims of IPV 
(Joseph-Edwards & Wallace, 2020). However, male victims face significant 
obstacles to getting societal recognition of their circumstances, with men 
frequently encountering scepticism or ridicule when disclosing their 
experiences of violence. This situation can lead to their difficulties in 
seeking help from public authorities, resulting in double victimisation for 
men, from the violence itself and the societal responses to their disclosures 
(Bates, 2019b; Bates, 2020a; George, 1994, 2003; Hine, Noku, et al., 2022). 
 
Many men are reluctant to share their experiences, influenced by socio-
cultural pressures such as the fear of humiliation, stigmatising remarks, or 
being wrongfully perceived as the aggressor due to gender stereotypes 
(Bates, 2020a; George, 1994, 2003). Societal norms around masculinity 
further complicate the situation, as admitting victimisation from violence, 
abuse, or coercive control obscures traditional male roles and can create 
shame and embarrassment (Migliaccio, 2001, 2002). Defining male victim 
narratives solely through lenses developed for female victims is inadequate. 
Physical disparities, such as body size and muscle strength, play a role in 
the nature and visibility of violence; however, emotional and psychological 
scars, often unseen, may not differ significantly across genders (Hines & 
Malley-Morrison, 2001; Lien & Lorentzen, 2019; Sarantakos, 2004; 
Westmarland et al., 2021).  
 
Global research on men’s vulnerability to female-perpetrated IPV has been 
growing. Straus et al. (1980) refuted earlier beliefs of a significant disparity 
between male and female IPV victims. For instance, Nybergh et al. (2013) 
found in a Swedish study that eleven per cent of men had faced physical 
assault in the past year, slightly more than the eight per cent reported by 
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women; yet they also noted that women more often face sexual coercion and 
violence. Controlling behaviours affected both genders, with 37 per cent of 
men and 41 per cent of women impacted. Scholars warn that neglecting this 
data can perpetuate bias and diminish the experiences of male IPV victims 
(Nybergh, 2014; Nybergh et al., 2013). Macassa et al. (2023) detailed the 
health repercussions for men exposed to IPV, linking victimisation to 
symptoms like depression, stress, and anxiety. Macassa et al.’s study 
emphasised that male victims frequently endure more psychological 
violence than physical violence, which aligns with past statistics on male 
victimisation. Nonetheless, the issue of male victimisation often remains 
overshadowed by the female victimisation (Macassa et al., 2023; cf. 
Herculano et al., 2020; Kullberg & Skillmark, 2017). 
 
Nybergh et al. (2016) and other scholars note that gender differences 
influence perceptions and experiences of violence, both between men and 
women and among men concerning IPV (Allen-Collinson, 2009; Cook, 
2009; Hamberger & Guse, 2002). Adherence to prevalent masculine norms 
can pose risks for men who deviate from them, influencing self-perception 
and societal judgments on their IPV experiences (Addis & Mahalik, 2003; 
Morgan & Wells, 2016; Schwab et al., 2016).  
 
Male victims of IPV often shoulder the blame for their partners’ violent 
actions and may downplay or deny their own victimisation, especially when 
the abuser is a female intimate partner. This tendency stems from expecting 
less sympathy or managing threats to their masculinity (Burcar & 
Åkerström, 2009; Durfee, 2011; Eckstein, 2010; Eckstein, 2009; Migliaccio, 
2001; Weiss, 2010). Men may choose not to seek external help, either 
because they do not interpret women’s behaviour as violent or demeaning 
or due to prevailing gender roles and lack of societal recognition. This 
reluctance is further complicated by the challenge of disclosing such 
incidents and needing help (Arnocky & Vaillancourt, 2014; Hamberger & 
Guse, 2002; Hogan, 2016; Holtzworth-Munroe, 2005; Morgan & Wells, 
2016; Tilbrook et al., 2010). Studies indicate there is hesitancy among men 
to obtain help after IPV victimisation due to fears of humiliation, ridicule, 
or being mischaracterised as the instigator (Bates et al., 2022; Brooks et al., 
2020; Machado & Matos, 2022; Machado et al., 2017; Mackay et al., 2022; 
Walker et al., 2020).  
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Another barrier for male victims is the lack of nuanced vocabulary to 
articulate their experiences, often stemming from a fear of disbelief or 
societal expectations that contradict heteronormative ideals (Brooks et al., 
2020; George, 1994; 2003; Migliaccio, 2001, 2002). Hellgren et al. (2015) 
highlight the incongruence between abused men’s experiences and 
established norms of masculinity. Additionally, men subjected to female-
perpetrated IPV often face institutional misunderstandings, with authorities 
perceiving them solely as aggressors, leading to additional vulnerabilities 
(Hearn, 2004; Hines & Malley-Morrison, 2001; Miller, 2001; Miller, 2005; 
Sorenson & Taylor, 2005; see also Howard, 1984). The emotional and 
psychological impact of IPV on male victims is profound, affecting critical 
life choices and relationships (Hydén et al., 2016; Scheffer Lindgren, 2009). 
Men victimised by female-perpetrated IPV frequently encounter verbal 
threats, abuse, degradation, and physical violence (Joseph-Edwards & 
Wallace, 2020; Lien & Lorentzen, 2019; Migliaccio, 2001, 2002; 
Westmarland et al., 2021).  
 
This complex situation aligns with previous research claims that the societal 
perception of victimised men and violent women deviates from established 
norms, leading to the stigmatisation of men who experience violence and 
the reinforcement of their marginalisation within communities (Enander, 
2011; George, 1994; Hellgren et al., 2015; Nybergh et al., 2016). Sociologist 
Allen-Collinson (2009) notes that the presence of female aggressors and 
male victims conflicts with traditional gender roles, calling for a re-
evaluation of how society views and responds to IPV across genders. 
 

Complexities of Male Victims Seeking Support 
In recent years, theories have emerged to define what constitutes masculine 
and feminine crimes. The visibility of women’s violence in discussions of 
gender differences collides with commonly held norms and notions of 
feminine passivity that often dominate criminological theory (Hird, 2002;  
cf. Arnell, 2019; Yourstone, 2008). The attempt to maintain gender 
differences aligns with the construction of separate theories. Furthermore, 
Hird (2002) argues that most women who commit acts such as murdering 
their (ex)husbands do so in response to prolonged experiences of violence 
and abuse, though Hird clarifies that not all women who commit such acts 
have experienced IPV (2002). This latter point agrees with Sarantakos’s 
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(2004) findings on men subjected to female-perpetrated IPV as well as the 
findings of Lysova and Dim (2022), and Hanson and Lysova (2021). The 
belief that women only become violent due to prolonged exposure to 
violence is a generalising misconception (Corbally, 2011; Hanson, 2022; 
Hines & Malley-Morrison, 2001; Kestell, 2019; Swan & Snow, 2006). 
 
The evolving understanding of gender and violence in criminology leads to 
a broader consideration of victimhood. Legal and scientific contexts lack a 
strict definition for the term victim. Victimological research suggests that no 
specific attributes determine a victim based on age, gender, race, ethnicity, 
or socioeconomic background. Everyone can potentially experience assault, 
violence, or abuse in different forms. Scientifically, to classify someone as 
a victim, that person must have encountered violent crime and its aftermath 
(Burgess & Roberts, 2017). This idea relates to Christie’s (1986) concept of 
the ideal victim. According to Christie (1986), an ideal victim is commonly 
described as an individual or group of people who, upon encountering a 
crime, most readily attain full and genuine recognition as a victim.  
 
Victimhood often stems not from gender itself, but from the actions 
individuals endure. Nevertheless, a prevailing perception exists that 
obviously more women hold victimhood status than men, regardless of male 
experiences. A probable explanation could be because weakness, 
vulnerability, and passivity are traditionally linked with women, while men 
are generally not tied to these attributes (Lombard, 2013; Lövkrona, 2009a, 
2009b; Svensson, 2004). These scholars argue that it is crucial to recognise 
that the perceptions of ideal victims of domestic violence can vary between 
genders due to a myriad of factors (Douglas et al., 2012; Hines & Douglas, 
2009; Sorenson & Taylor, 2005). 
 
Discourses around victimhood, particularly concerning IPV, often reflect 
attributes seen as female. This gendered association with victimhood in IPV 
may cause implications for all victims, regardless of gender. As long as the 
societal image of the DV victim remains predominantly female, male 
victims might struggle to claim their ‘rightful’ place. Such discourse could 
perpetuate the stereotypical view of women as victims and men as 
aggressors, not vice versa (Burcar Alm, 2005; Christie, 1986; Hellgren et 
al., 2015). This alignment with gendered perceptions coincides with 
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Migliaccio’s (2001) view in his article Marginalizing the Battered Male. 
Migliaccio contests that people tend to see through a gendered lens, 
classifying things as either feminine or masculine, reinforcing these 
stereotypes. Hence, a man experiencing IPV overturns traditional gender 
norms, potentially leading to emasculation and loss of identity, as 
Migliaccio wrote in his article.  

 
When individuals do not fit into the prescribed notion of what is 
expected, they are sanctioned, which may include being 
marginalized. In this instance, an individual can no longer be 
considered a man; he is displaying a feminine face [….] When a man 
assumes such a face it is accompanied by certain attributes, which are 
also gendered. Such characterizations can ‘de-sex’ the man, making 
him appear as not fully a man. (2001, p. 220, quotation marks in 
original) 

Migliaccio’s sentiment above resonates with what Hellgren et al. (2015), 
Macassa et al. (2023), Nybergh (2014), Nybergh et al. (2016), and Rawcliffe 
(2023) report in their studies about victimised men’s sense of risk of losing 
their gender identity. Similarly, Burcar Alm (2005) contends in her research 
that linking victimhood exclusively to traits such as powerlessness, 
vulnerability, and innocence can obscure the recognition of men as victims 
of IPV. Crossing these gender norms can carry a significant stigma, 
especially for men (Migliaccio, 2001; cf. Connell, 2009). When Christie 
(1986) discusses the ideal victim concept, he notes that questioning the 
moral responsibility of a male victim is more likely, especially in high-risk 
situations like bars, where male victims often face more scrutiny compared 
to female victims (e.g., Lombard, 2013; Lövkrona, 2009a, 2009b; Svensson, 
2004). This skew in perception suggests that ideal victims, those beyond 
reproach regarding their experiences, are constructs shaped by societal 
beliefs and the context in which the ideal victims find themselves. For men, 
victimhood in high-risk situations often results from a moral product, 
leading them to be questioned and not identified as ideal victims. An ideal 
victim is a victim who cannot be questioned regarding their experiences, 
indicating that such a victim solely exists as a construct in people’s minds 
and beliefs. A victim’s status also depends on how the status is obtained 
(Burcar Alm, 2005; e.g., Boëthius, 2015). If people’s assumptions of how 
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an ideal victim ought to be are unmet, then that person is not considered a 
victim, such as, when a woman is the violent party in a relationship and the 
man is the object of her aggression. According to Migliaccio (2001; 2002) 
and Allen-Collinson (2009), it is often difficult for a victimised man to 
recognise himself as a victim of IPV and for others to accept and 
acknowledge him as a victim (Christie, 1986; Drijber et al., 2013; Durfee, 
2011; Rawcliffe, 2023). 
 
The disparities for male victims do not stop at recognition. Often, they face 
scepticism, mistrust, and a lack of support when seeking help. A significant 
reason is not matching the traditional image of a real man, which is defined 
by attributes opposite to weakness and vulnerability – a prospect that men 
fear (Hellgren et al., 2015; Lombard, 2013; Migliaccio, 2001, 2002). 
Admitting to being a victim can feel like failing to meet societal expectations 
of ‘hegemonic’ masculinity (cf. Halberstam, 1998; Nguyen, 2008). This fear 
may deter many from identifying as victims or seeking help, affecting their 
ability to achieve recognised victim status (Hellgren et al., 2015; Migliaccio, 
2001, 2002). Discourses on gender influence the understanding of 
victimhood (e.g., Dixon et al., 2022; Mackay et al., 2022) and construct 
narratives that often place male norms higher, suggesting that heterosexual 
relationships may overlook men as victims of DV (Christie, 1986). 

 
Coercive Control in Male Victim Abuse 
Research states that coercive and controlling behaviour by women against 
intimate male partners is relatively uncommon (Myhill, 2015), though this 
type of abuse or violence does appear in research on male victim 
experiences. These men’s experiences often involve isolation, financial 
control, verbal abuse, psychological manipulation/abuse, humiliation, and 
fear, as reported in several studies (Bates, 2020a, 2020b; Corbally, 2015; 
Entilli & Cipolletta, 2017; Machado et al., 2017; Migliaccio, 2002; Morgan 
& Wells, 2016; Nybergh et al., 2016). Particularly in relationships involving 
children, men often express fear of losing their child/ren, which prevents 
them from leaving the abusive relationship (Bates, 2020b; Drijber et al., 
2013; Entilli & Cipolletta, 2017; Migliaccio, 2002; Nybergh et al., 2016). 
Sometimes, children become indirectly affected by the violence or abuse 
when the man’s partner targets the children with harm and fear, and they 
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become collateral victims in conflicts between their parents or the adults 
(Machado et al., 2017). 
 
Findings about men reveal that patterns of degradation and humiliation, 
including verbal abuse and aggression, are also common. Such abuse often 
escalates to more controlling and coercive behaviours like name-calling, 
derogatory language and belittling (Bates, 2020a). A unique aspect of male 
victims is being the object of emasculating insults and ridicule, exploiting 
masculinity or its perceived absence, as highlighted in a Swedish study by 
Nybergh et al. (2016) and a British study by Rawcliffe (2023). 

 
A woman’s control is further maintained through threat or actual use of false 
allegations of the man’s abuse or violence, and in some instances, some 
female abusers even self-inflict wounds to frame their male victims as 
aggressors (Bates, 2020a; Entilli & Cipolletta, 2017; Machado et al., 2017). 
Female partners using this tactic gain additional power when combined with 
legal and administrative abuse, which is relevant for male victims of IPV, 
since it also entails the presence of threats and false accusations of hurting 
the female partner or their child/ren (Bates & Hine, 2023; Hine & Bates, 
2023; Tilbrook et al., 2010). In terms of threats, the insecurity of not 
knowing when the woman’s power moves from being implicit to explicit 
causes the men a high level of stress (Joseph-Edwards & Wallace, 2020; 
e.g., Wästerfors, 2016). 

 
Legal Administrative Abuse of Male Victims 
Tilbrook et al. (2010) initially identified legal and administrative abuse, and 
additional studies have explored it since. Research has shown that female 
aggressors are misusing public authorities to harm their male victims, such 
as through false allegations, arrests, and criminal charges, and to prevent 
men from accessing support (cf. Bates, 2020a, 2020b; Berger et al., 2016; 
Machado et al., 2017). Tilbrook et al. (2010) mainly observed this 
dimension of abuse in white heterosexual Australian male victims of IPV, 
noting that it often occurs due to service providers’ biases, which assume 
that men are always the aggressors and women the victims. 
 
Gardner (1985) proposed the concept parental alienation syndrome (PAS), 
as the broader issue of alienating the other parent is closely linked to legal 
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administrative abuse (Gardner, 1985, 2002). Gardner’s concept deals with 
children’s behaviour in cases of separation or divorce, where they might 
unjustifiably reject one parent due to negative portrayal by the other 
(Mercer, 2019). While the evaluation of the legitimacy and use of parental 
alienation syndrome falls outside the scope of this thesis, its relevance 
cannot be overlooked. The concept wields significant influence in legal 
disputes, particularly those concerning custody issues in court and within 
social services. This influence is most pronounced in cases involving 
allegations of abuse, where PAS often becomes a pivotal factor. The 
phenomenon can complicate situations further in cases where a parent is 
trying to protect a child from an abusive ex-partner, as noted by Adams 
(2006) and Willis and O’Donohue (2018). Mercer (2019) points out that 
while PAS has sometimes been applied inappropriately, there are genuine 
cases of one parent causing the child’s estrangement or alienation from the 
other parent. In cases of IPV where the aggressor is female, and the victim 
is male, legal and administrative abuse often serves as a significant tool for 
the abuser (Hine & Hine, 2022). This misuse of services and systems can 
effectively disrupt and damage the relationship between male victims and 
their child/ren (Bates & Hine, 2023; Hine & Bates, 2023; Hine & Hine, 
2022). 
 
Sexual Coercion  
Limited research has been conducted on male victims’ experiences of sexual 
aggression in IPV. Traditionally, studies like Hamberger and Larsen (2015) 
have suggested that sexual violence is not perpetrated by women, as 
exemplified by Basile’s (2004) analysis of Protection from Abuse court 
applications in the U.S. Basile’s study found no claims by men of sexual 
aggression by female parties, despite noting women’s higher involvement 
in psychological and physical aggression. However, this view is being 
challenged by more recent research highlighting men coerced into sexual 
acts by women (Bates & Weare, 2020; Weare, 2018; Weare et al., 2017).  
 
Previous research has established that sexual abuse, aggression, and 
violence are widespread phenomena that cause consequences for people’s 
health (Petersson & Plantin, 2019). Petersson and Plantin (2019) offer the 
following possible definition of sexual assault.  
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[It is] characterized by unilateral and coercive acts of violence 
committed without a person’s consent, against someone unable to 
provide consent or against children. It includes at least two people, a 
perpetrator and a victim, [….] Violence is a tool used by the 
perpetrator to establish and control relations of power, challenging 
the subjectivity of the victim.  (p. 373, emphasis in original) 

Defining sexual abuse or violence is not easy, but the excerpt above 
highlights sexual violence as a sense of sexual activity/ies that mainly 
emerges from the perspective of men’s violence against women. However, 
Petersson and Plantin (2019) have also tried to adapt this definition toward 
understanding men’s experiences of enduring nonconsensual sexual 
activities as children, teenagers, young adult men, and adult men, in terms 
of ideals characterising the real man, e.g., hegemonic masculinity 
(Petersson & Plantin, 2019). The broadness of this definition clarifies men’s 
accounts in this study, but all the same, something seems to be amiss in 
capturing the full scope of men’s experiences. Krahé et al. (2003) have also 
defined sexual aggression (their choice of words), and their definition goes 
as follows. 

 
[Sexual aggression is] behavior carried out with the aim of making 
another person engage in sexual activity despite his or her 
unwillingness to do so. Aggressive strategies include the use of verbal 
pressure, exploitation of the target person’s inability to offer 
resistance, threats of physical harm, and/or use of physical force [….] 
Nonconsensual sexual contacts are defined as sexual interactions 
against the person’s will following another person’s use of aggressive 
strategies. (Krahé et al., 2003, pp. 165-166) 

These authors have identified aggressive strategies that women carry out, 
such as using physical force to make a man have sexual contact against his 
will by threatening to use force or causing harm, exploiting a man’s 
incapacitated state by taking advantage of his inability to resist (e.g., after 
consuming too much alcohol or drugs), and applying verbal pressure by 
threatening to end the relationship or calling a man a failure in order to 
coerce him into sexual contact (Krahé et al., 2003). In many narratives about 
sexual activities, verbal pressure is the most frequently used aggressive 
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strategy (Krahé et al., 2003), akin to nagging sex, a term used in studies 
about sexual abuse in teenage relationships. Bornäs (2022), in her thesis 
Subjects of Violence: On Gender and Recognition in Young Men’s Violence 
Against Women, describes how young men pressured their girlfriends into 
having sex, even against their will, labelling these acts as male entitlement 
and nagging sex. Bornäs argues that the discourse on men and their strong 
desire for sex leads to the belief that men “will pursue this ‘natural’ need to 
great lengths” (Bornäs, 2022, p. 141, quotation marks in original). This 
behaviour upholds stereotypical gender perspectives on sexual desires and 
drives, suggesting that men are the active initiators and most interested in 
sexual activities. In contrast, women are often presumed to be non-active 
and rarely interested (cf. Anderson & Struckman-Johnson, 1998).  

 
Contrary to these prevailing gender scripts, Anderson and Struckman-
Johnson (1998) propose that there are women who are active initiators, 
demanding, pressuring, extorting, and even forcing their sexual interactions 
with men. Their research has brought attention to sexually aggressive 
women and the men they pursue. Despite doubts and scepticism, such as 
beliefs that “women don’t do this sort of thing” or “wouldn’t men be lucky!” 
if women did (Anderson & Struckman-Johnson, 1998, p. 10), their work 
challenges general assumptions about women’s inability to cause harm. 

 
Anderson and Struckman-Johnson (1998) contend that assumptions about 
typical female behaviour, such as having low sex drive and being unable 
physically to force or pressure men into unwanted sexual interaction, are at 
odds with the reality of female sexual aggressiveness. They also argue that 
men could experience sexual arousal in fearful or terrifying situations, even 
without sexual attraction towards the woman, and that female sexual 
aggressiveness does not necessarily mean vaginal penetration, but could 
involve other forms of sexual activities (Anderson & Struckman-Johnson, 
1998). 

 
Hines and Douglas (2015, 2016) have conducted notable research 
examining sexual aggression against male IPV victims. In their 2016 study 
of 611 men seeking help for physical IPV from their female partners, they 
discover that nearly half had endured some form of sexual aggression, of 
which 28 per cent stated that they encountered ‘severe sexual aggression’. 
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Sexual violence is defined by Hines and Douglas (2016b) as “threatening 
or forcing one’s partner to engage in vaginal, oral, or anal sex” (p. 1137). 
Similarly, Bates (2019a), in her online survey of 161 self-identified male 
IPV victims, finds frequent instances of severe sexual aggression, including 
sexual torture and abuse, by female partners. 
 
Blurred Lines Between Defence and Violence 
In discussions about IPV, many studies suggest that women who employ 
violence do not recognise their actions as violent. Instead of acknowledging 
their violent behaviours, they might downplay the severity or label it as self-
defence or resistance to preceding violence (Allen et al., 2009; Flinck & 
Paavilainen, 2010; Straus, 2008). While scholars largely concur that men’s 
violence towards women, in most cases, is more physically severe due to 
factors like body size and strength, they often disagree on the reasons behind 
women’s violence. Some believe it is mainly in self-defence, while others 
argue for a broader range of motivations (Hines & Malley-Morrison, 2001; 
Migliaccio, 2001; see also Pagelow, 1983; Westmarland et al., 2021). 
Significantly, there is a contention that the new claims of women’s inherent 
capacity for violence can diminish earlier arguments that attribute their 
violent actions primarily to self-defence, resistance, or response (Arnell, 
2019; Sarantakos, 2004).  

 
The varied lenses through which scholars and the judiciary view women as 
aggressors illuminate an intriguing dilemma, in that women who eschew the 
label of being violent often deploy self-defence, resistance, or response to 
preceding violence as a mechanism to mitigate their actions (Caldwell et al., 
2009; Miller, 2001; 2005). Notwithstanding, certain statements 
problematise this perspective by suggesting that women, like men, can 
innately exhibit violent tendencies, thereby undermining the prevailing 
discourse that leans heavily on self-defence narratives (Arnell, 2019; 
Sarantakos, 2004). Nonetheless, while scholarly opinions may diverge, a 
tacit consensus underscores that men’s violence, often rooted in power and 
physicality, generally presents as more severe and forceful compared to 
women’s, notably in the context of physical and sexual violence (Hines & 
Malley-Morrison, 2001; Migliaccio, 2001; Pagelow, 1983; Westmarland et 
al., 2021). 
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When evaluating IPV, gender norms and biases should be considered 
(Macassa et al., 2023). As previously mentioned, Christie (1986) highlights 
that the stereotypical portrayal of aggressors often inclines towards them 
being intimidating and deviant, characteristics commonly associated with 
masculinity. Thus, societal prejudices and norms intricately affect the 
interventions, treatments, and legal handling of persons perpetrating 
offences. Nevertheless, scholarly arguments also reflect that assigning a 
primary aggressor in IPV incidents is fraught with potential legal 
uncertainties, while also risking misrepresenting the actual dynamics 
(Miller, 2001; Nilsson, 2009; Yourstone, 2008). 

 
When exploring the dimensions and undercurrents of IPV, it becomes 
pivotal to tread the delicate boundary that separates perpetration and self-
defence, especially in the context of women’s violence against men. A 
recurring theme within previous research indicates that women often 
employ violence predominantly as self-defence or as a response to their 
male partners’ violence and abuse (Lombard, 2013; Lövkrona, 2009a; 
Svensson, 2004). Here, asymmetries in the frequency, severity, and 
consequences of violence perpetrated by men and by women emerge 
unambiguously, necessitating a discerning look at intentions, physical 
injuries, and emotional impacts (Dobash & Dobash, 2004; Hines & Douglas, 
2009, 2010). 

 
Nonetheless, the judiciary system approach to discerning and adjudicating 
IPV appears to carry its disparities and challenges. Miller (2001; 2005) 
presents findings suggesting that women frequently find themselves 
disadvantaged within the American judiciary system due to its failure to 
identify the primary aggressor accurately. In contrast, Sorenson and Taylor 
(2005) contest this viewpoint, indicating a propensity within the judiciary to 
judge women’s violence as less severe than men’s. This discrepancy 
underscores the imperative to understand the context of violence and 
consider the characteristics and circumstances of those involved, especially 
women, to pinpoint the primary aggressor with accuracy – a practice not 
consistently applied when men are the victims of IPV (Sorenson & Taylor, 
2005).  
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A thorough exploration of IPV dynamics also unveils marked variations 
between male and female aggressors in the realm of psychosocial burdens 
experienced during childhood, social context at the time of the crime, and 
the prevalence of forensic psychiatric diagnoses (Yourstone, 2008; 
Yourstone et al., 2009; Yourstone et al., 2008). Thus, comprehending the 
nuances embedded in IPV necessitates a holistic lens that adequately 
acknowledges gender disparities in societal norms (Hines & Malley-
Morrison, 2001; Migliaccio, 2001; Sarantakos, 1999, 2004; Wendt Höjer, 
2002; Westmarland et al., 2021). Understanding the complex scenarios 
within which IPV occurs – whether as self-defence, retaliation, or primary 
aggression – necessitates a thorough examination of varied studies 
(Caldwell et al., 2009; Dobash & Dobash, 2004; Hines & Douglas, 2009, 
2010, 2022). To formulate a coherent understanding, scholars argue that it 
is essential to integrate research, legal perspectives, and societal views to 
intersect the complexities regarding victimisation and perpetration of IPV 
dynamics (Caldwell et al., 2009; Swan et al., 2008; Yourstone, 2008).  

 

***** 
 

Chapter Summary 
This chapter provides a conclusion on IPV by exploring it from various 
lenses and discussing its multifaceted nature regarding gender power 
dynamics, societal norms, and the impact of historical context. The chapter 
also encompasses the historical roots of gender power and hierarchy by 
illustrating how societal structures have favoured male superiority and 
shaped contemporary understanding of IPV. It highlights the feministic 
perspective, emphasising systemic gender imbalances and the role of 
patriarchal structures in IPV. 

 
The chapter also addresses the complexities of gender power, illustrating 
how societal norms and fear of violence symbolise and maintain gender 
roles. Further, viewing IPV through both feministic and social 
constructionist lenses underscores the complexity of power relations and the 
influence of societal norms on individuals’ experiences of violence. The 
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gendered nature of violence has also been explored, focusing on societal 
perceptions that often recognise women as victims and men as aggressors.  

 
Furthermore, the chapter discusses the challenges faced by male victims of 
IPV in seeking support and recognition, highlighting stereotypes and biases. 
It covers topics such as coercive control, legal administrative abuse by 
female aggressors against male victims, sexual coercion, and the blurred 
lines between defence and violence in IPV situations. 

 
This chapter provides a presentation of IPV and the different theoretical 
lenses through which to analyse, interpret, and understand IPV and how 
these viewpoints influence societal and individual experiences of IPV. I 
have situated this study theoretically within these various theoretical lenses 
or ideologies, and in the forthcoming chapter, Theoretical Lenses, I will 
continue laying this foundation by examining the lenses underpinning this 
thesis. In the next chapter, I will also address the concept of epistemic 
injustice, together with masculinity, which will enhance the understanding 
of male victims of IPV by challenging traditional narratives and lenses.  
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Theoretical Lenses 
People are born into an existing world, and reproduce it, often 
changing it purely by mistake during reproduction [….] the aim of 
theory remains the offering of some kind of understanding of the 
world, its possibilities for development, and the directions along 
which it can move. (Czarniawska, 2013, pp. 105-106) 

This notion of theory is in line with the idea that theoretical understanding 
allows for various perspectives on reality. Theory pertains to phenomena we 
cannot alter, such as natural laws. Mere observation of events like the 
movement of stars or the fall of a stone does not influence them, but further 
study allows one to comprehend them. This essence of theoretical 
observation is what underpins my thesis. 

 
By deepening the understanding of men’s experiences and challenging 
prevailing knowledge paradigms with selected theoretical frameworks (cf. 
Benton & Craib, 2011), I strive to bridge a significant knowledge gap that 
exists in Sweden regarding IPV. Drawing from theories that serve as 
bedrock for academic inquiries, I scrutinise narratives of men’s experiences 
with female-perpetrated IPV, which have profoundly influenced my 
approach to knowledge production. The contributions from these men have 
broadened my perspectives on IPV, gender, and societal challenges, 
thwarting conventional gender scripts and enhancing my understanding of 
their lived realities. The interplay between the men’s stories and my analysis 
processes prompted shifts and expansions in my theoretical lenses for 
analysing the content of their stories. These lenses emerge from the social 
constructionist perspective, deriving from the men’s experiences. 

 
My chosen theoretical lenses intertwine, with roots in the social 
constructionist lens, particularly evident in how men shared their lived 
experiences and gender identity. This chapter peers into these theoretical 
lenses concerning masculinity/ies, possible selves, liminality, and epistemic 
injustice, including the perspectives of definitional hegemony and 
definitional dialogue. Possible selves and liminality are two perspectives 
that will mainly be used in the last chapter, Lost in Subordination, where 
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these viewpoints will contribute to interpreting and understanding how the 
men perceive their gender identity with respect to what they have endured. 
When analysing their self-perception, it became noticeable how the men 
seemed to have ended up in a state of limbo (a liminal position) before they 
could figure out their position, in both their relationship and the surrounding 
society. I believe these lenses enrich the understanding of the men’s 
narratives, since each concept is contextually flexible due to how the men 
reshapes their stories in diverse social settings. Despite leveraging multiple 
theories, each is crucial to bridge the knowledge gap on men experiencing 
IPV and to shed light on this lesser known reality of men’s experiences in 
abusive relationships.  

 
I will start this chapter by outlining the concepts of epistemic injustice, 
definitional hegemony, and definitional dialogue by Fricker and Giorgio, 
before moving on to unpacking gender and various discussions about 
masculinity/ies. Further, concepts relating to liminality will be discussed 
with regard to possible selves, which evolved and formed during the 
analytical process of the interviews. Finally, the chapter will conclude with 
a theoretical synergy. 

 

***** 
 

Theoretical Freedom: Stories Told and Retold  
In exploring men’s life stories, I sought to dig deeper into their narratives, 
describing, understanding, explaining, interpreting, and analysing these 
accounts from various theoretical perspectives. During this analytical 
journey, I encountered an underlying form of injustice in the men’s 
narratives, sparking a more profound curiosity and a drive to understand 
these experiences more comprehensively. This quest led me to Nicole 
Ovesen’s thesis, Intimate Partner Violence and Help-Seeking in Lesbian 
and Queer Relationships: Challenging Recognition from 2021. Ovesen’s 
work inspired me to explore Giorgio’s (2002) concepts of definitional 
hegemony and definitional dialogue. Intriguingly, I found that Giorgio’s 
ideas, while initially framed in the context of lesbian and queer 
relationships, were profoundly applicable to men’s narratives of female-
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perpetrated IPV. This realisation prompted a deeper investigation into 
scholarly works on injustice, particularly those that intersected with 
Giorgio’s concepts.  

 
This exploration led me to the concept of epistemic injustice proposed by 
Fricker (2007, 2018). Fricker’s framework has become central to this thesis, 
since it offers insight into understanding gender and masculinities, 
liminality, and possible self. The concept of epistemic injustice sheds light 
on how prejudices related to one’s identity or gender identity can be 
(re)constructed by prevailing norms of gender and IPV. This perspective 
plays a crucial role in actively understanding how narratives about 
masculinity are (re)shaped. It also enables an analysis of how public 
authorities and professionals, whom victimised men may encounter when 
seeking help, respond to or neglect these narratives.  

 
Employing these theoretical lenses provided a framework for examining the 
men’s stories, particularly in the context of gender, masculinity, liminality, 
and the evolvement of a new possible self. Through Fricker’s concept of 
epistemic injustice, I uncovered the subtle dynamics of knowledge and 
understanding and how these factors influence men’s narratives. Similarly, 
Giorgio’s concept of definitional hegemony and dialogue offered valuable 
insights and contributions into the power dynamics and dialogues shaping 
men’s experiences and self-perceptions.  

 
Furthermore, these perspectives illuminate how the combined effects of 
these theoretical lenses can challenge and redefine concepts of masculinity 
and liminality. In this process, they also expose the potential limitations that 
impede the emergence of a new possible self, revealing a complex interplay 
between realisation and constraint. The subsequent sections will explore the 
different theoretical lenses applied in this thesis to understand and analyse 
the men’s narratives. 
 
Epistemic Injustice from Silenced Voices 
In philosophical discussions about justice, epistemic injustice often brings 
issues of distinctive inequality regarding epistemic goods, such as education 
and information. This perspective typically involves envisioning individuals 
engaging in various assets, including epistemic ones, and questioning 
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whether they are in equitable distributions. However, when epistemic 
injustice manifests in this way, its distinctly epistemic nature appears 
parenthetically, as the focus lies primarily on the distribution of goods that 
happen to be epistemic (Fricker, 2007, 2018).  
 
Fricker’s work, however, brings out the ethical dimensions inherent in two 
fundamental practices in our daily lives: 1) sharing knowledge with others, 
and 2) interpreting our own social experiences. Fricker emphasises that the 
ethical aspects of these practices are shaped by the influence of social power 
in epistemic interactions, unveiling a political aspect of epistemic practices. 
In traditional epistemological discussions, there is often the absence of ideas 
that link epistemic trust with social power or suggest that social 
marginalisation leads to epistemic disadvantage or injustice (Fricker, 2007, 
2018).  
 
The absence of a theoretical lens that acknowledges the ethical and political 
facets of our epistemic behaviour has historically limited the scope of 
epistemology, and thus inspired by Fricker, the aim of this thesis is to 
demonstrate how epistemic injustice transcends the boundaries of 
conventional ethics and epistemology. The present approach involves 
redefining and exploring the intersections between the two fundamental 
practices that exist in our everyday lives (Fricker, 2007, 2018).  
 
Fricker (2007, 2018) discusses epistemic injustice as a commission of 
injustice, explicitly violating someone in his or her capacity as a knower – 
in other words, in one’s role as a subject of knowledge. The injustices 
occurring in these contexts are what Fricker terms testimonial injustice and 
hermeneutical injustice. Fricker’s theoretical deliberations provide insight 
into the epistemic practices in the relationship between structures and 
individuals. These practices involve revealing and conveying knowledge, 
depicting reality, and giving meaning to individuals’ social experiences – 
like what the men in this thesis attempted to communicate (Fricker, 2007, 
2018). 

 
Testimonial injustice occurs when a speaker, such as the group of men in 
this thesis, finds his testimony undervalued due to prejudice, leading to an 
epistemic injustice that silences him. These men’s lived experiences of IPV 
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are judged through the lens of societal prejudice, often overshadowing their 
narratives, and leading to what Fricker identifies as a form of identity 
prejudice, precisely negative gender prejudice. This unjust treatment, 
especially in the context of gender, violates their humanity, directly 
impinging on their value as human beings (Fricker, 2007, 2018). 
  
Hermeneutical injustice, another facet of epistemic injustice, is present 
when an unfair deficit in collective interpretative resources limits 
individuals’ ability to make sense of their experiences. For men facing 
female-perpetrated IPV, this injustice emerges when their capacity to 
articulate their situations is compromised, because their experiences do not 
attain acknowledgement as part of a broader social issue. Their narratives 
deviate from the hegemonic perception, especially concerning IPV victims, 
rendering their experiences invisible or unthinkable in societal discourse 
(Fricker, 2007, 2018). 
 
Upon closer examination of Fricker’s concept of epistemic injustice, it is 
possible to identify parallels with Giorgio’s (2002) ideas of definitional 
hegemony and definitional dialogue. These concepts, discussed in the 
context of abusive relationships, highlight how societal norms and power 
imbalances can silence victims. For male victims, definitional hegemony 
could manifest when their female abusers manipulate societal gender 
stereotypes, challenging the victim’s masculinity or dismissing abuse 
claims. This power dynamic contributes to the victim’s silence, self-doubt, 
and self-blame (Giorgio, 2002).  

 
Definitional dialogues, on the other hand, involve allowing victims to 
express their experiences on their own terms, thereby questioning the 
hegemonic narratives and biases present in societal structures. By 
acknowledging men’s lived experiences, this dialogue can confront societal 
stereotypes about gender and IPV and help male victims break the silence 
surrounding men subjected to female-perpetrated IPV (Giorgio, 2002). 

 
When studying IPV, regardless of whether it is in heterosexual or same-sex 
relationships, it is essential to note that every relationship and situation is 
unique, and the effectiveness of these concepts and strategies can vary 
depending on the specific dynamics of the relationships and the broader 
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societal context. Therefore, it is essential to approach each relationship and 
situation with sensitivity and an open mind, ready to adapt these concepts as 
needed to fit the specific context. 

 

Unpacking Gender 
[In] a sociological analysis of the reality of everyday life, of 
knowledge that guides conduct in everyday life, and we are only 
tangentially interested in how this reality may appear in various 
theoretical perspectives to intellectuals, we must begin by a 
clarification of that reality as it is available to the common sense of 
the ordinary members of society. (Berger & Luckmann, 1966/1991, 
p. 33; Berger et al., 1979, p. 31)  

The social constructionist perspective encompasses various theoretical 
lenses, including gender, violence, liminality, possible selves, and epistemic 
injustice, which interconnect in a consistent but adaptable loop of exchanges 
among various people. The designated theoretical lenses have been chosen 
based on how they interlace with each other and their rootedness in the 
inclusiveness of social constructionism, as evidenced by how the men 
disclosed their lived experiences, emotions, self-perceptions, and gender 
identity (Berger & Luckmann, 1966/1991).  
 
From a social constructionist standpoint, concepts of identity and gender are 
socially (re)shaped in daily life, anchored in the social context in which they 
manifest (Connell, 2005; Thomsson, 2003a; see also Goffman, 1990; 
Hacking, 2004). Often, the reshaping of gender or identity is subliminal, 
deeply interwoven with prevailing norms and gender concepts within 
diverse social exchanges (Connell, 2009; Mulinari et al., 2003; Thomsson, 
2003a). Within these processes, masculinity and femininity are typically 
delineated, with men frequently viewed as the societal benchmark 
(Hirdman, 2003). People’s actions often echo societal norms and the 
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dichotomy between gender and sex put forward by social and behavioural 
scientists (Kimmel, 2013)21.  

 
Though the construction of gender is broadly accepted and deemed intrinsic, 
it can perpetuate inequality and power imbalances, complicating one’s 
alignment with one’s desired gender identity (Connell, 2009; Spence, 1978; 
Thomsson, 2003a). Visually, masculinity and femininity differ. 
Nevertheless, deviations are most evident when an individual veers from the 
norms and assumptions of being male or female (Connell, 2009; Kimmel, 
2013). Deviation is not just about the individual, but also involves societal 
reactions, perceptions, and values in response to this deviation. Hence, 
gender emerges not just as a biological determinant, but as a socially crafted 
paradigm, especially as individuals transcend or deviate from stereotypical 
gender roles (Butler, 2009; Hirdman, 2003).  

 
Gender identities, diverse in representation and interpretation, often mirror 
men’s and women’s negotiations about their perceptions of each other 
(Connell, 2002; Corbally, 2011, 2015; Featherstone et al., 2007). While the 
dynamics between men and women seem innate, the foundations and nature 
of these relations are socially preordained. Society trains individuals to 
conform to expectations surrounding their gender identity, and adherence to 
prescribed gender roles stems from societal expectations of behaviour and 
identity (Corbally, 2011, 2015; Riemann & Schütze, 1991). Through this 
lens, femininity and masculinity are social constructs, illustrating societal 
expectations and standards for gender roles (Corbally, 2011, 2015; Disch, 
1999; West & Zimmerman, 1987).  
  

 

21 According to Kimmel (2013). The concept of sex refers to biological features, such as chromosomal, 
chemical, and anatomical features. The concept of gender refers, on the other hand, to the meanings 
attached to these differences within a culture. In a simpler way, one can say that sex is male and female, 
while gender is masculinity and femininity – meaning to be a man or a woman.  
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Making Masculine Norms 
We define masculinity in a very narrow way. Masculinity becomes 
this hard, small cage, and we put boys inside the cage. We teach boys 
to be afraid of fear. We teach boys to be afraid of weakness, of 
vulnerability. We teach them to mask their true selves because they 
have to be, […]  ‘hard men!’ […] The problem with gender is that it 
prescribes how we should be rather than recognising how we are [….] 
But what matters even more is our attitude, our mindset, what we 
believe and what we value about gender. (Ngozi Adichie, 2012, time 
10:38, 18:25 & 19:44, emphasis made in her TED talk) 

While boys and girls differ biologically, societal influence exaggerates these 
differences, creating a cyclical, self-perpetuating process (e.g., Demetriou, 
2001; Nguyen, 2008). Ngozi Adichie (2012) introduces that gender identity 
can arise from biology or societal constructs. This thesis leans towards the 
latter, asserting that gender identity is a construct moulded by societal 
contexts (Connell, 2009; Thomsson, 2003a). Gardiner (2005) posits that the 
most significant achievement of 20th century feminist theory is the concept 
of gender as a social construction. Alongside this idea, a concept called 
gender power order emerged, stemming from two principles: the separation 
of sexes and the male norm. This positions masculinity as the preferred and 
defining norm. Society’s decisions reflect these gender power perspectives 
(with influences from patriarchy) (Connell, 2009; Hirdman, 1988).  
 
In 2009, Connell observed that society might perceive a man who adopts 
traditionally female traits as deviating excessively from societal norms. He 
argues that gender norms function subconsciously, shaped by both personal 
experiences and expectations influencing actions (Connell, 2009; 
Thomsson, 2003a). The differences become evident when someone aligns 
differently from expected masculine or feminine norms. Butler (2009) 
contends that gender is not an inherent identity, but is shaped through 
repeated social performances that reflect and reinforce societal gender 
traditions. These customs are part of a broader gender power order that 
shapes societal norms and expectations, influencing various research areas, 
including the dynamics of violence and its perception in gender contexts 
(e.g., Butler, 2009; Connell, 2009; Hirdman, 1988). 
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The gender norms in society are rooted in the gender power order (Wallace 
et al., 2019). This structure underscores many research areas, including the 
less explored aspect of understanding men as victims of women’s violence 
in intimate relationships. This gap in research highlights the complexities of 
gender dynamics and the varying impacts of the gender power order, as told 
by Harding (1998) below. 
 

[‘F]eminist’ is not just a term that locates thoughts or actions within 
a set of familiar categories; it also attributes a certain political position 
to the thoughts or individuals it is said to describe. It “names” persons 
in ways they may not, or may not wish to, name themselves. 
(Harding, 1998, pp. 173-174, quotation marks in original) 

Feminism has illuminated the issue of gender construction and exposed the 
ways men historically have used violence as a tool of control (e.g., 
Wästerfors, 2016). However, another overlooked aspect is the violence men 
in heterosexual relationships face, which challenges traditional gender 
perspectives (Migliaccio, 2001, 2002; Steinmetz, 1977; Straus et al., 1980). 
Holter (2005) indicates that these traditional assumptions pigeonhole men 
and women, emphasising that even in a patriarchal society, there can be 
scenarios where inequalities adversely affect men. Despite men’s 
participation in gender equality initiatives, they are often perceived 
differently from women (Holter, 2005). From the social constructionist 
viewpoint, societal structures continuously shape masculinity (Connell, 
2005), and many studies suggest masculinity involves violence to maintain 
power (Connell, 2005; Demetriou, 2001; Whitehead, 2002).  
 

[T]hose behaviours of males that are violent, dysfunctional and 
oppressive are frequently excused or explained away as ‘natural’ 
masculine behaviour, being understood in common-sense terms as 
fixed and, thus, as an inevitable aspect of social ‘reality’. (Whitehead, 
2002, p. 8, quotation marks in original) 

Connell (2005) suggests that hegemonic masculinity and victimhood are at 
odds. While masculinity is associated with strength and dominance, 
victimhood evokes weakness and subordination. In light of societal notions, 
a man might face challenges in reclaiming his sense of masculinity after 
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experiencing violence (e.g., Whitehead, 2002). When Demetriou (2001) 
interprets Connell, he states that masculinity is in a persistent state of being 
reshaped depending on the context.  
 

[One] seems to recognize, at least on a theoretical level, that different 
forms of masculinity ‘are in constant interaction’ and that, 
furthermore, the formation of hegemonic masculinity may be 
influenced by the existence of subordinate or marginalized models. 
He [Connell] coins the very useful term ‘authorization’ to suggest that 
the hegemonic model may authorize some elements of subordination 
or marginalized masculinities. (Demetriou, 2001, p. 346, quotation 
marks in original) 

Connell (2005) argues that interpersonal exchanges are crucial in the social 
construction and evolution of masculinity, which is not a fixed concept.  
 

The Complex Realities of Hegemonic Masculinity  
Exploring masculinity and its varied expressions leads to masculinities. This 
seemingly singular idea contains inherent diversity, as highlighted by this 
plural term. As Whitehead (2002) puts forward, contemporary research has 
moved towards understanding masculinity as fluid, emphasising its diverse 
nature. This perspective means there is no monolithic expression of 
masculinity; instead, it has multiple dimensions. 

 
The concept of masculinity, often viewed through its hegemonic form, is a 
pivotal topic in gender studies (Connell, 2005). How masculinity is 
understood has evolved over time, entwined with societal perceptions and 
inherent biases (e.g., Whitehead, 2002). Nevertheless, it is imperative to 
address the elephant in the room: the deeply entrenched societal beliefs that 
have formed and sustained these notions of masculinity. Hearn (2012) aptly 
points out the prominence of the idea of hegemony in discussing this topic: 
“The notion of hegemony has become a key, if varied, reference in 
theorizing men and masculinities” (p. 590). This hegemonic form represents 
dominant cultural ideologies that dictate how masculinity should be 
perceived. Hearn (2012) further elaborates that it addresses the “relations of 
societal power, ideology, and the domination of ‘commonsense’, the taken-
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for-granted, what appears ‘natural’ or ‘normal’” (p. 590, quotation marks 
in original). Our society has deeply ingrained the concepts of natural and 
normal, thereby emphasising the importance of perceiving natural and 
normal.  
 
According to Podnieks (2016), the concept of gender is performative (cf. 
Butler, 2009). Some scholars believe that we do not have a fixed identity at 
birth; instead, we perform gender through a sequence of habits and traits 
commonly associated with masculinity or femininity over time. What we 
often consider ‘natural’ may be societal constructs, habits so ingrained that 
they are deemed innate. Podnieks (2016) further emphasises that these 
gender performances are so “routine and naturalized that they remain 
invisible” (p. 13). 

 
Yet taking these performances and definitions for granted is fraught with 
challenges. Lupton and Barclay (1997) caution against this, indicating that 
“notions of masculinity tend to be assumed as pre-existing, which then 
naturalizes and reifies the dichotomy between masculinity/femininity and 
the reproduction of gender” (p. 13). They shed light on the complex nature 
of masculinities, stating that they are “slippery and often contradictory, even 
within one individual’s life experience” (Lupton & Barclay, 1997, p. 13). 

 
Whitehead (2002) critiques the hegemonic masculinity framework, arguing 
it is polarising and reductionistic, while (Hearn, 2012) suggests a shift 
towards a more nuanced analysis. Given the empirical evidence that men are 
often the primary aggressors of severe violence, the subject becomes a 
significant gendered and societal concern (Hearn & Pringle, 2009). Ah-King 
and Hayward (2014) propose a forward-thinking stance: “What follows is 
our effort to provide an alternative framework that unsettles old 
assumptions about sex [gender] and its transformation” (p. 5). They 
champion a more pragmatic and practical theorisation for understanding 
gender (Ah-King & Hayward, 2014). 
 
The tapestry of masculinities is expansive, going beyond the confines of 
hegemonic masculinity. Within masculinity lie many experiences, beliefs, 
and definitions; each unique yet intertwined with societal expectations and 
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gender dynamics. Dissecting masculinity and its numerous facets offers an 
enlightening journey through evolving perceptions and entrenched norms. 
 
Beyond Hegemony 
In exploring the concept of hegemony, particularly in relation to 
masculinity, it is intriguing to consider whether it is exclusively masculine 
or also contains elements of femininity. The mainstream narrative 
predominantly aligns hegemony with masculinity, rooted in historical 
perceptions that chiefly cast men as the dominant figures, relegating women 
as subordinates (see also Kimmel, 2002, 2013). In essence, these perceptions 
have entrenched power dynamics, facilitating a platform for the possible 
oppression of women and men. 

 
Understanding the interconnection between power dynamics and societal 
discourses is crucial (Whitehead, 2002). As Whitehead so aptly articulates, 
“Discourses are the means by which we come to ‘know ourselves’[...] and 
subjectively engage with the world around us” (2002, pp. 103-104, 
quotation marks in original). These discourses have been instrumental in 
shaping our identities, especially regarding gender scripts and perceptions. 
Whitehead’s (2002) perspective becomes paramount considering this 
discourse dynamic. He suggests that our present gender constructs emerge 
from “a historically constructed pattern of power relations between men 
and women and definitions of femininity and masculinity... the structural 
inventory of an entire society” (Whitehead, 2002, p. 95). Moreover, 
Connell’s (2005) definition of hegemonic masculinity extends beyond 
men’s dominance over women, as it exposes how gender practices ensure 
men’s superiority, simultaneously subordinating women, and reveals power 
dynamics among men, like subordinate, marginalised, and complicit 
masculinities (Connell, 2005; Meth, 2014). 
 
While Connell’s (2005) framework clarifies the hegemonic structure of 
masculinity, another critical aspect to explore is the transition or 
transformation within these masculine identities. Fausto-Sterling (1995) 
warns of potential risks when deconstructing or disconnecting the old 
masculine identity to reshape the new masculinity. Such transformations 
may inadvertently give rise to what Whitehead (2002) describes as the 
absent subject or Connell (2005) dubs as marginalised masculinity. This is 
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particularly evident in men who, while distancing themselves from 
hegemonic masculinity traits, encounter experiencing female-perpetrated 
domestic violence (e.g., Hellgren et al., 2015; Migliaccio, 2001, 2002). 
 
The prevailing narrative of hegemonic masculinity suggests that all men 
inherently possess the potential for violence, particularly towards women. 
Such a view warrants challenge and expansion, especially as Pease (2012) 
emphasises the importance of differentiating among men in the discourse on 
masculinity. Broader generalisations are, by nature, confining. If hegemonic 
masculinity is deconstructed, so should the exploration include the 
deconstruction of femininity (e.g., Pease, 2012). Whitehead (2002) invites 
us to consider how discourses inform our identities and interactions with the 
world. The text emphasises the fluidity of gender identities and how they 
can lead to evolving perspectives on masculinity and femininity (Whitehead, 
2002).  
 
For the present study, my perspective of re-examining hegemonic 
masculinity necessitates a broader re-revaluation of gender dynamics, 
discourses, and power relations, and this comprehensive understanding 
should embrace the fluidity of gender identities and acknowledge how 
diverse gender experiences coexist within a liberated environment. As Pease 
(2012) and Whitehead (2002) point out, if hegemonic masculinity is 
deconstructed, it is equally critical to consider the deconstruction of 
femininity, emphasising the interconnectedness of all gender constructs. 
Such an approach unsettles the prevailing narrative that all men inherently 
possess the potential for violence, and thereby promotes a more nuanced 
view that recognises the complexity of masculinity and femininity in 
shaping social interactions and power dynamics. In the following section on 
dismantled masculinity, I will explore how individuals take apart and 
redefine the constructs of hegemonic masculinity. Furthermore, by 
examining the intricate interplay between societal expectations and personal 
experiences, I will uncover how these constructs are dismantled. 
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Dismantled Masculinity  
Representations are intertwined with lived experiences in complex 
ways that structure our perspectives on life. While these can tend 
towards stereotypes, decoding them aids in understanding how we 
shape, and are shaped by the world. (Bell, 2000, p. 548) 

In addition to Bell’s (2000) observations that norms and discourses shape 
self-presentations, it is also essential to consider lived experiences. These 
personal experiences can significantly impact how individuals present 
themselves to others. Further, Bell’s statements echo the idea that gender 
dynamics, while often regarded as natural, are socially constructed; how we 
engage with our gender roles has been predetermined. Social structures 
guide individuals to adhere to the norms (Bell, 2000; Corbally, 2015; 
Featherstone et al., 2007; Loomis, 2017). Societal structures and 
expectations shape the extent to which individuals conform to traditional 
gender roles, according to Corbally (2015), Butler (2009), and West and 
Zimmerman (1987).  

 
Campbell and Bell (2000) similarly suggest that understanding masculinity 
necessitates examining its social construction, stating that “the social 
construction of masculinities can enhance our understanding of gender and 
power relations” (Campbell & Bell, 2000, p. 535). In this realm, discourse 
holds great power. Whitehead (2002) and Pease (2012) argue that societal 
norms, alternative knowledge, and individual truths shape our identity and 
self-perception. 
 
Given this context, it is intriguing to consider how a man’s self-presentation 
may change after experiencing violence from a female partner. Such 
experiences could potentially disrupt this man’s alignment with traditional 
notions of masculinity (e.g., Kimmel, 2002). Whitehead (2002) offers 
insight, suggesting that we should recognise men’s and women’s unique 
experiences without attributing them to inherent gendered qualities. 
Furthermore, societal perceptions of DV often adhere to patriarchal ideas 
rooted in gender power dynamics. When we consider different realities and 
perspectives, our understanding has the possibility to deepen, particularly 
concerning the ever-evolving nature of masculinity in different temporal and 
spatial contexts. Political and cultural forces fluidly shape masculinity, and 
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the discourse surrounding it evolves, especially when considering 
marginalised or vulnerable male figures. 

 
Research indicates that men often resist labelling themselves as vulnerable 
or victimised in order to maintain their status within the framework of 
hegemonic masculinity (e.g., Hellgren et al., 2015; Migliaccio, 2001). 
However, Whitehead (2002) underscores that multiple masculinities and 
diverse perspectives exist, challenging monolithic interpretations of the 
male experience. Societal influences and the view of how a man should be 
are shaped by others, which in turn make us form our own self-perceptions 
and representations. Masculinity is rooted in linguistic discourse and can 
evolve in space and cultural contexts. Embracing alternative discourses and 
understanding the complex interplay of masculinity in various settings 
enriches our comprehension of male identity and representation. This 
evolution does not detract from a man’s inherent qualities. Instead, 
confronting and overcoming incongruities can empower men, reshaping 
their lived experiences (Petersson & Plantin, 2019; e.g., Whitehead, 2002). 

 
When addressing masculinity, references frequently centre on hegemonic 
norms, often side-lining marginalised or dismantled masculinities (Bell, 
2000; Pease, 2012; Whitehead, 2002). Ah-King and Hayward (2014) 
encourage a shift to this perspective and offer alternative frameworks for 
understanding masculinity. Although their discussion revolves around 
environmental concerns, the emphasis on redefining assumptions can be 
applied to our knowledge of masculinity and its multifaceted nature. In other 
words, understanding masculinity requires acknowledging its socially 
constructed nature, influenced by discourse, power dynamics, and lived 
experiences. Through such acknowledgment and reflection on existing 
norms, society may develop a more inclusive and nuanced understanding of 
male identity, one that can reflect the diverse realities of all individuals.  
 
Masculinity in Transition  
The dynamics of male hegemony, marginalisation, and the accompanying 
emotions of men’s fear and shame are not merely products of individual 
actions, but are deeply rooted in social constructs, as vividly illustrated by 
Meth (2014) in a study focused on a particular area in South Africa. 
Financial constraints in this region contribute to the formation of informal 
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housing, creating environments where both men and women are vulnerable 
to violence, often perpetrated by groups of men. Meth’s analysis extends 
beyond describing these conditions, examining how societal norms and the 
social construction of gender influence the hegemony of men and instil fear, 
distress, and anxiety among community members. She explores the concept 
of hegemonic masculinity, demonstrating how men, traditionally perceived 
as embodying this form of masculinity, become disconnected from these 
societal expectations, rendering them vulnerable in their gender roles. This 
disconnection thwarts the social constructs of masculinity and leads to a 
potential redefinition of their gender identities (Meth, 2014). Such 
dynamics, while distinct, mirror the experiences of men subjected to 
violence by female partners, showcasing the influence of social 
constructionism in understanding gendered power relations. 
 
In both contexts, men confront a disconnection not necessarily from the 
specific traits of hegemonic masculinity, but more broadly from the societal 
notion of the hegemonic man (cf. Hearn, 2004). This distinction is crucial; 
previous studies on male victims of female-perpetrated violence have shown 
that these individuals do not directly identify with the aggressive, dominant 
traits typically associated with hegemonic masculinity. Instead, their 
identification may have been more aligned with the overarching concept of 
the hegemonic man – a symbolic representation of idealised masculinity 
within society. This understanding necessitates a nuanced view of their 
identity-reshaping process, acknowledging that it involves grappling with a 
loss of connection to certain masculine traits and a broader disconnection 
from an esteemed societal role. Consequently, these men need to reshape 
their identity, embracing qualities of vulnerable masculinity. This 
comparison is valuable, as it highlights the shared struggles of men in 
different situations, facing societal disbelief and distrust when they go to 
seek help (Hellgren et al., 2015; Migliaccio, 2001; 2002; cf. Meth, 2014).  

 
Reflecting on masculinity in terms of vulnerability reveals the presence of 
contrasting logics and contradictions within different types of masculinity, 
depending on the context in which the types are challenged and transformed 
(Hutchings, 2008). This complexity is particularly evident when exploring 
the dynamics of domestic violence within heterosexual relationships. 
Traditional narratives often overlook the possibility that men can be 
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vulnerable victims in these scenarios, a reality that questions conventional 
understandings of gender roles. 
 
Recognising men as vulnerable victims within heterosexual relationships 
fundamentally challenges and enriches our understanding of DV. Such a 
shift in perspective is crucial, as it could significantly alter our perceptions 
and understanding of the reality of DV. Scholars like Cannon and Buttell 
(2016) have investigated DV through a feminist lens while considering the 
diversity of masculinity. Additionally, Kimmel (2002) has contributed to 
this discourse by discussing gender symmetry in DV, highlighting the 
increasing number of studies focusing on male victims of IPV. These 
insights collectively underscore the need to acknowledge the complexity 
and multidimensionality of DV, moving beyond traditional gender 
narratives. 

 
There is often resistance to acknowledging men’s vulnerability to violence 
in domestic settings. Counterarguments, particularly from feminist scholars, 
researchers, and politicians, contend that women’s violence is 
predominantly a response to or self-defence against male aggression. This 
perspective reinforces the stereotype that men inherently embody 
hegemonic masculinity and aggressor-like qualities, while negating their 
potential for vulnerability. Tackling this stereotype, David Thomas states, 
“Men too are victims and women too are perpetrators [of Domestic 
Violence]; neither sex has a monopoly of vice or virtue” (in Joseph-Edwards 
& Wallace, 2020, p. 1806). This statement calls for a re-evaluation of the 
historically held beliefs about men, masculinity, and violence (cf. 
Halberstam, 1998; Meth, 2009, 2014). Additionally, acknowledging the 
concept of the vulnerable man confronts the established assumptions of 
feminist theories regarding gender identities, gender power order, and 
patriarchy (cf. Hamel, 2007b, 2009). Furthermore, acknowledging the 
vulnerability of men allows for the emergence of a richer tapestry of 
masculine traits – such as being loving, caring, and emotional – which 
overturns traditional perceptions and enriches the prevailing understanding 
of gender dynamics (cf. Lupton & Barclay, 1997; Throsby & Gill, 2004). 
This discussion underscores the need for further exploration of this new man 
and the impact of these qualities on men’s gender identity in society 
(Mallon, 2004) and possibly their path to a new identity (Ibarra, 2005). 
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Wieviorka contends that gender doesn’t determine one’s ability to use 
violence, power etc. towards another person, it is the personality that 
determines that (Wieviorka, 2003, cf. Lupton & Barclay, 1997). This view 
aligns with Halberstam’s assertion that “masculinity is not the property of 
men” (1998, p. 16). Therefore, we cannot be entirely sure in identifying 
victims or aggressors of DV based solely on gender. 
 
Upon reflection of the diverse realities and complexities of male identity, it 
becomes apparent how men’s experiences of violence and their 
confrontation with traditional masculine roles can lead to a profound sense 
of disorientation and loss. This sense of being lost is not just a momentary 
confusion, but a more profound struggle within the liminal spaces of identity 
and experience. Within these spaces, men grapple with the dichotomy of 
past and future selves, searching for a path forward. 
 
Integrating the concept of liminality with the dismantling of traditional 
masculinity offers another layer of understanding of the transformative 
potential inherent in the experiences of men who have faced violence. In 
delving deeper into masculinity and liminality in the present study, there is 
a recurrence in the analysis of the position in which men reshape themselves 
when feeling lost. This liminal space becomes a crucible for the forging of 
new identities, particularly for those men who seemingly do not progress 
and feel they have lost both their past and future selves, perpetually ensnared 
in a quest for orientation. In this realm, men can explore and embrace 
identities that transcend traditional gender norms, incorporating previously 
marginalised or hidden qualities. 
 
Viewing masculinity through the lens of liminality provides a valuable 
perspective for understanding the complex experiences and evolving 
identities of men. This approach highlights the importance of recognising 
the diverse ways individuals express and experience their masculinity, 
particularly as they navigate challenges in redefining their sense of self. The 
fluidity and adaptability of gender identities become crucial in this context, 
highlighting the transformative journey from feeling lost to discovering a 
new possible self. 
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Liminality: the Pathway to a New Possible Self 
The concept of limbo or being in a state of limbo, often unrecognised, plays 
a quietly influential role in people’s understanding of their lived 
experiences. It comes to the forefront, especially when they grapple with 
life’s uncertainties – whether in the context of career, education, or 
transitions between life’s stages, such as childhood, adolescence, and 
adulthood. The anthropologist van Gennep (1960/2019) acknowledges that 
individuals move through life, passing various selves through life’s phases. 
He categorises these transformations as rites, symbolic of ceremonial 
progressions. As articulated by van Gennep, the rites of passage consist of 
three sub-categories – rites of separation, transition rites, and rites of 
incorporation – of which the middle is known as the liminal rites. The 
patterns of each rite are acknowledged to be universal, meaning that 
everyone can use rites to demarcate transitions, both in society and 
individually (Thomassen, 2016).  

 
Liminality is a universal concept: cultures and human lives cannot 
exist without moments of transitions, and those brief important spaces 
where we live through the in-between. Such transitions mark us, they 
stamp our personalities, and that is the way it will always be [….] 
Liminality is both social and personal. (Thomassen, 2016, p. 4)  

Liminality remains a poignant reflection of our journeys through life, 
emphasising the emotions and memories elicited by our interactions with 
others. Recollections, steeped in feelings ranging from love to anxiety, help 
us re-experience various transitional stages, including the liminality of being 
in limbo (Hochschild, 1979; Thomassen, 2016; Turner & Stets, 2006). As 
Thomassen (2016) cited, Bateson warns of the dangers of endless liminality 
as a state akin to a limitless no man’s land. However, each passage presents 
an opportunity to embark on a quest for new identities. Significantly, 
experiences in the context of liminality signify undergoing a transformative 
event. As Thomassen eloquently puts it, liminality provides a lens “to go to 
the root of human experiences” and highlights “the performative turn in 
social sciences” (2016, p. 5). 
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Liminality illuminates the life of individuals’ transformations that are 
interwoven with their memories and emotions (Hochschild, 1979). In the 
context of men navigating their identities after enduring violence from 
female partners, liminality emerges as both crucial and enlightening. This 
emphasis on liminality is especially relevant when examining men’s 
transformative experiences after violent encounters during rites of passage. 
While liminality plays a pivotal role in social theory, it is imperative to 
recognise its limitations. Moreover, liminality does not inherently provide 
explanations; instead, it is a symbolic representation of transitions (Pascoe 
& Bridges, 2016; Sunderland & Litosseliti, 2002; Thomassen, 2016). 
Liminality embodies a state of being betwixt and between, signifying a 
juncture between two phases in one’s life, indicative of shifts in identity or 
social transformations (Alstam & Forkby, 2022; Thomassen, 2016). When 
exploring liminality, the nature of reality becomes open to interpretation and 
change as it serves as a gateway into a realm of possibilities, where the very 
essence of ‘reality’ is malleable and susceptible to diverse interpretations 
and pathways, meaning that liminality “opens the door to a world of 
contingency where events and meanings – indeed ‘reality’ itself – can be 
moulded and carried through different directions,” according to Thomassen 
(2016, p. 7, quotation marks in original).  

 
In essence, liminality underscores the possibility and promise of change. 
Embracing this transformation, however, necessitates that individuals 
redefine their narratives in the light of their evolving identities (Ibarra, 2005; 
Markus & Nurius, 1986; Markus & Kitayama, 2010). In situations where 
men, traditionally viewed as protectors, find themselves subjected to 
violence from their female partners, the ensuing tumult challenges their self-
perception and the societal norms surrounding gender. For such men, 
sharing their stories is about rewriting their identities and battling feelings 
of guilt and shame that arise from their experiences. 
 

A New Possible Self Means Leaving Limbo 
The notion of identity is a slippery one, often used but rarely defined, 
varying from one discipline to another, and an on-going subject [.…] 
“some people… tend to reserve the term ‘identity’ for a sense of self 
that is relatively continuous and ‘fixed’ over time.” (Sunderland & 
Litosseliti, 2002, p. 6, quotation marks in original)   
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The term identity seemingly has become a valid term and word in people’s 
everyday lives and their sense of finding out who they are. The term identity 
can be perceived as misleading when used in the singular, particularly since 
a person’s identity changes and progresses throughout one’s lifespan. 
Therefore, the word identities in the plural is more appropriate, because it 
captures how a person moves through different phases over time, space, and 
place (Sunderland & Litosseliti, 2002). Individuals undergoing self-
discovery and striving to understand themselves better face obstacles and 
opportunities as they navigate their conflicting or interconnected identities 
(Sunderland & Litosseliti, 2002; also see Turner, 1975; van Gennep, 2019).22 
 
Individuals often experience a sense of continuity in their self-perception, 
linking their past, present, and future selves. This continuity is crucial in 
navigating the transitions and transformations in one’s life. Central to this 
journey is the concept of a new possible self (Ibarra, 2005; Markus & Nurius, 
1986). Just as liminality, emotions, gender, and social relationships are 
understood as social constructions, so too are our identities and selves. They 
are intricately woven into all aspects of social behaviours and interactions, 
influencing and being influenced by the social context in which they develop 
(Markus & Kitayama, 2010).  

 
The theory of possible selves can offer individuals new opportunities in life; 
there could be resistance to giving up what they know they have and who 
they are to face a world of ambiguities regarding who they could become, 
would like to become or are afraid of becoming23. Therefore, possible selves 
are a way to account for a person’s goals, fears, motives, and anxieties. They 
provide meaning and direction to a person’s future or end-state (Oyserman 
& Markus, 1990). The concept of possible selves can be considered 
cognitive avatars of an individual’s core objectives, desires, motives, 
dreads, and threats (Markus & Nurius, 1986). These future possible selves 
are aspired to and anticipated. 
  

 

22 Although the introductory quote uses identity and self almost synonymously, the focus on this text 
will be on the self. 
23 The elements of the self concept proposed by Markus and Nurius (1986, p.112) represent what people 
could become, would like to become, or are afraid of becoming.  
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[They] are not just any set of imagined roles or states of being. Instead 
they represent specific, individual significant hopes, fears, and 
fantasies. […] Many of these possible selves are the direct result of 
previous social comparisons in which the individual’s own thoughts, 
feelings, characteristics, and behaviours have been contrasted to those 
of salient others. What others are now, I could become. (Markus & 
Nurius, 1986, p. 954) 

The theory of possible selves indicates that individuals can change into any 
possible self they aspire to or imagine to be. The transformation from one 
identity or self to another can emerge from discontent and frustration with 
circumstances and experiences surrounding an individual’s current self. 
When individuals find themselves in a less fortunate situation, they “use 
projective imagination to shape co-existing selves” (Alstam & Forkby, 
2022, p. 2). Through the projective imagination, individuals evaluate and 
determine the self with the utmost potential to fulfil their dreams in their 
pursuit of becoming the desired and imagined possible self (Alstam & 
Forkby, 2022; Markus & Nurius, 1986; Oyserman & Markus, 1990). 
Although the theory implies that changes in the self are possible, limitations 
do exist. For individuals who have “passing images of self arising and 
changing in every relationship the individual enters” (Markus & Nurius, 
1986, p. 957), requirements from previous relationships and social contexts 
determine what capacity the individuals have to realise changes. What the 
theory substantiates is the nexus between the individuals’ leeway, social 
context and actual experiences (Alstam & Forkby, 2022), and the prospect 
“to reveal the inventive and constructive nature of the self” (Markus & 
Nurius, 1986, p. 954).  
 
Possible self as theory implies that an individual can pick and choose from 
several possible selves, but that is not the case. It is more common that one 
possibility dominates and thus is acknowledged as the self. The subordinate 
selves remain accessible either as shadowed or feared selves, until the 
dominating and active selves become neutralised or discarded (Alstam & 
Forkby, 2022). Markus and Nurius (1986) explain that possible selves are 
meaningful for individuals, because they motivate their future behaviour, 
which is similar to what Goffman (1959/1990) means by stating that the 
immediate connection to our future self drives our current motivations. 
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Nevertheless, there is a necessary distance to that future self to allow for 
novel experiences.  

 
To understand this concept better, the focus switches from this broad 
application to a more specific discussion. Men’s violent experiences 
indirectly challenge individual narratives. The narratives of men can 
continue to evolve through the individual and social interchange, depending 
on collective ceremonies and habits. By putting words to experiences and 
expressing occurrences in narratives, the possibility that memory and 
language contribute to a contextual understanding of interpersonal and 
relational experiences increases, and changes are more likely to come from 
the process. Men’s narratives can progress in tandem with their passages in 
life. From that perspective, being attentive, open to new possibilities, and 
willing to discard old habits or destructive relationships is necessary, at least 
if one is to be receptive to new eventualities, which can be considered 
catalysts for change, turning points or hooks for change (Giordano et al., 
2002).   

 
Men’s narratives enable others to understand how they have experienced 
female-perpetrated IPV and how these experiences have affected their 
narrative identity. Thus, when engaging in men’s self-narratives, it is 
essential to remember that their stories are retold and recollected from 
memory. Therefore, it is possible to consider men’s narratives as “products 
of selections and interpretations” of themselves that align with their self-
experiences and self-perceptions (Todd-Kvam & Todd-Kvam, 2022, p. 
915). Men’s narratives and how they express specific attributes of their 
experiences and themselves enable a passage into a transformative process. 
In this process, men’s meaning-making, valuation, and motivation emerge 
and result in an interaction between their different selves – a neutralised self, 
a feared yet hopeful self – or, in other words, their past, current, and future 
selves. There are also stages in the men’s lives in which they physically have 
left the abusive relationship, but psychologically and emotionally, some of 
the men have not succeeded in finalising their escape completely. One 
reasons as to why they have not been able to end it may be because of joint 
children. Consequently, they might find it difficult, if not impossible, to 
visualise and experience the positive effects of having escaped a destructive 
relationship. Thus, the bridge between the present and future selves becomes 
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a fragile and aloof possibility, to transfer from the state of limbo to adopt a 
new possible self (Giordano et al., 2002; Giordano et al., 2015; Hunter & 
Farrall, 2018; cf. Alstam & Forkby, 2022).  
 

Theoretical Synergy 
The various theoretical perspectives articulated by Fricker and Giorgio 
might seem to use different concepts to explain the same phenomenon as 
their theories intersect, particularly in acknowledging the role of social 
structures in shaping individual stories and experiences. Although Fricker’s 
and Giorgio’s concepts illuminate different aspects of power and voice, they 
both highlight how societal biases and power dynamics can risk silencing 
certain groups’ voices or narrative experiences. Fricker’s primary focus is 
on the epistemic significance of these injustices. It can be seen as 
complementary to Giorgio’s emphasis on the interpersonal dynamics and 
societal context of violence and abuse. These theoretical perspectives 
contribute to a better understanding of the challenges faced by marginalised 
or invisible persons whose voices have been silenced. These frameworks 
also underscore the importance of recognising and addressing these 
injustices in various life stages. 
 
There is an advantage in leaning this study towards both Fricker’s and 
Giorgio’s perspectives, because they balance the other theoretical lenses 
chosen to describe and analyse men’s victimisation in IPV situations. Their 
theories about epistemic injustice, as well as definitional hegemony and 
dialogue, elevate the gender discussion from different points, which 
intersect with theories of masculinity, liminality, and even the possible self 
in this thesis. Fricker’s concept of epistemic injustice offers a critical view 
of societal structures, enabling the study of men’s victimisation and the 
injustices they face within the existing knowledge frameworks surrounding 
IPV and gender. Central to Fricker’s theory are the two types of injustices: 
testimonial and hermeneutical. With testimonial injustice, societal 
prejudices about gender and IPV can lead to the silencing and dismissal of 
men’s experiences and stories as less credible, since they deviate from 
conventional norms about both violence and gender. Similarly, 
hermeneutical injustice arises in a knowledge gap in the collective 
interpretive resources that may exist among social authorities. This 
occurrence can make it difficult for the victims to articulate and comprehend 
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their experiences. For men who are victims of violence, this injustice can 
manifest when their experiences are marginalised or not recognised in the 
social discourse on a structural societal level (e.g., Fricker, 2007, 2108). 

 
Giorgio’s concepts differ from Fricker’s in that they focus on the power 
dynamics existing in a violent relationship and how societal norms and 
imbalances in their structure are used either to silence or strengthen the 
victim. In definitional hegemony, the aggressor uses or thwarts societal 
gender stereotypes, as well as norms for IPV, to undermine the victim’s 
credibility, as in this study. The result is the victim being silenced due to 
increased self-doubt and self-blame. On the other hand, in definitional 
dialogue, the victim’s permission to express one’s experiences on one’s own 
terms and conditions is emphasised. When this occurs, the victim can 
challenge the prevailing narratives about IPV and gender and the prejudices 
that exist in the social structure (e.g., Giorgio, 2002).  

 
Fricker’s and Giorgio’s theoretical lenses provide concepts for 
understanding the complexity of the men’s stories in conjunction with the 
other selected theoretical perspectives: masculinities, liminality, and 
possible self. Using Giorgio’s and Fricker’s theories in other selected 
theories can help highlight injustices and identify risks in societal structures 
and destructive interpersonal relationships when men talk about their 
experiences. In cases where men who are victims of violence are not judged 
as credible, and their voices are silenced or dismissed, the risk increases that 
they are placed in growing self-doubt about who they are and who they can 
become. These men may therefore enter into the liminal state, which is a 
layover before they have found a masculinity with which they identify, and 
instead of undergoing the transformation process that the state of limbo 
often entails, the risk increases that they become trapped if they are met with 
resistance in the form of injustice. Other reasons for becoming stuck in 
limbo can be deficiencies in their definitional dialogue, if they lack a shared 
vocabulary to describe their experiences to social authorities, or if their 
partner uses definitional hegemony to put them in increased doubt, making 
them vacillate between different masculinities, in limbo. The men who are 
in limbo at such a time face significant risk. One danger is being unable to 
change and develop in their process towards a new masculinity representing 
their new possible self. This situation contrasts with a man who has not 
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encountered injustices or been subjected to self-doubt from threats about 
how his abusive partner will use societal norms about gender and IPV 
against him. Consequently, this latter man’s transformation process in limbo 
towards a new possible self may encounter fewer obstacles to leaving the 
liminal state. 

 

***** 
 

Chapter Summary 
This chapter explores men’s IPV experiences through various theoretical 
lenses, integrating concepts like Giorgio’s definitional hegemony and 
definitional dialogue alongside Fricker’s epistemic injustices. These 
frameworks are key in reviewing narratives about masculinity and 
understanding authorities’ responses to IPV. Fricker’s focus on testimonial 
and hermeneutical injustice examines the effects of societal prejudice on 
men’s IPV stories, emphasising the role of societal power in epistemic 
practices.  

 
The social constructionist perspective on gender is crucial, showing how 
gender identities are reshaped within societal norms. It confronts traditional 
gender binaries, underlining the fluidity of masculinity. The chapter 
discusses hegemonic masculinity, advocating for an inclusive exploration of 
masculinities that respects their diversity and fluidity. The section 
Dismantled Masculinity reflects the evolving nature of masculinity, shaped 
by societal and individual factors, and calls for broader discourses on 
masculinity.  
 
In discussing masculinity in transition, particularly in the context of IPV, 
the chapter emphasises recognising men as vulnerable victims. The section 
confronts conventional gender narratives and highlights the transformation 
and development of masculinity in response to IPV, illustrating how men 
navigate and adapt their identities, balancing traditional and non-traditional 
masculine traits. This chapter establishes a foundation for analysing men’s 
experiences of IPV, combining diverse theoretical lenses to understand the 
challenges and transformations.  
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Part Two 
The Middle 

This second part delves into the empirical core of the thesis, encompassing 
four chapters, which dissect the themes that have surfaced from the in-depth 
analysis of the participant narratives. The section is dedicated to unpacking 
the lived realities of men subjected to violence in intimate relationships. It 
navigates through the men’s encounters with institutional biases and power 
disparities, classifies the various forms of violence experienced, examines 
the transformative effects of these relationships on behaviour and identity, 
and culminates in a discussion on the reconfiguration of masculinity. Each 
chapter methodically unravels the intricate ways in which violence reshapes 
perceptions, behaviours, and identities, offering profound insights into the 
participants’ journeys towards healing and redefinition of self.  
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Narratives with a Message 
At the outset of this research, the idea was to understand how men could be 
violated by their female partners in a very “pure” sense, meaning that they 
did not fight back, and in this way, they came to embody a subordinated 
position. Previous research about IPV mainly focused on men’s violence 
against women and violence in same-sex relationships; thus, the present 
research problem was thought of as a case of reversed positions in terms of 
the general notion. As I dug deeper into the literature about men who have 
experienced violence and I conducted pilot interviews with specialised units 
that provide support and treatment for victims and those involved in IPV, I 
noticed that my intended starting point became increasingly unstable. The 
interviews with the men who agreed to participate in the study revealed that 
my initial thoughts were in jeopardy.   
 
The men’s narratives reveal a yearning for societal and authoritative 
recognition and understanding of their experiences and realities. Their 
stories confront preconceived notions about gender and IPV, calling for a 
reassessment of societal attitudes and policies to support all victims of IPV. 
These men’s desire for recognition emphasises the need for more inclusive 
and non-biased responses to IPV. The men disclosed their experiences of 
struggling to be heard, due to their challenges in articulating their 
experiences, and how they are often met with disbelief. Their words echo 
the early findings of the study, which stress the importance of accurately 
capturing and conveying the complexities of their situations. The absence of 
an established vocabulary to discuss their experiences and realities 
exacerbates these challenges, further marginalising male victims in this 
discourse. Recognising and addressing these difficulties is crucial for an 
accurate and empathetic understanding of men’s experiences, beyond 
creating inclusive dialogue. 
 
The study also identifies stories of two men convicted of assaulting their 
partners, revealing complex power dynamics and the effects of these on the 
men’s legal and personal situations. The narratives of the men, many of 
whom are fathers entangled in custody disputes, detail intricate power plays, 
humiliation, and a quest for acknowledgement. These findings stress the 
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need for a nuanced understanding of IPV beyond traditional lines, 
considering the intricate stories and motives behind men’s actions. 

 
Presenting the underlying factors in these 21 men’s experiences increases 
understanding of what and how men choose to disclose. The participating 
men often describe responding to their female partner’s violent, abusive, or 
controlling behaviour with actions that may seem provocative or harmful. 
They perceive these actions as resistance against their partner’s initial 
behaviour. The actions exerted by the women can have been ongoing for 
some time during their relationship(s). Therefore, attending to how men 
perceive their partners and their own actions is essential to increasing 
understanding and knowledge of what the men experience and endure. The 
efforts put forth in this study reproduce the complexity in the men’s 
narrative messages to depict how and what they talk about when disclosing 
their experiences. 

 
This chapter reports the men’s subjective encounters with public authorities 
upon disclosing their lived experiences of violence and the abuse perpetrated 
against them by an intimate female partner. These disclosures explicitly 
attribute the violence and abuse to an intimate female partner. Excerpts from 
the narratives will illustrate how specific individuals (among the 21 men) 
perceive being falsely accused of violence and abuse towards the woman, 
and on occasion, the children, on what these men vehemently assert as 
unfounded allegations. Consequently, the specialised IPV units in the 
responsible municipality placed these women and children in a women’s 
shelter. Moreover, the accounts shared by some men will outline how these 
allegations led to their convictions and subsequent service of court-ordered 
sentences. Embedded within the men’s narratives is the palpable sense of 
societal bias, driving them to unveil their experiences and establish the 
indisputable reality that they, too, can fall victim to IPV at the hands of a 
female partner. Furthermore, this chapter depicts the men’s intrinsic 
motivations that compelled them to participate in the study, underscoring 
their unwavering quest for their realities to be recognised and validated. 

 

***** 
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Yearning for Recognition 
Contextualising the men’s narratives is of utmost importance to enhance the 
understanding of their life stories as they recount them, and this necessity 
became clear through the analytical process. What emerged in their 
storytelling has been identified as recurring messages about why these men 
chose to participate and why they chose to disclose what they did. When 
asked about their objectives and why they wanted to participate, various 
reasons were provided, which may seem similar, but discernible differences 
exist. 
 
Leo, a man in his thirties who experienced violence and abusive treatment 
during two relationships, explains his participation objectives with the 
following phrase. 

 
The reason why I became a part of this study is that… well, there are 
actually two reasons if we’re talking broadly. And those reasons 
are… if I have to say it in a very broad sense, I’d say justice and truth. 
And what I mean by that is that I partly want to help… or I want to 
help and provide a clearer picture of…. I want the truth to come to 
light that violence in intimate relationships is not a particularly well-
known phenomenon, and anyone who thinks so, I don’t know what 
stone they’ve been living under. And also, partly for political reasons, 
because I want men who are subjected to violence to receive moral 
and perhaps social support, and so on. I want to change that 
perception. But also, out of a pure passion for the truth, I don’t want 
the issue to be misrepresented. So, that’s why… yes. (Leo) 

Leo’s story shows a couple of storylines regarding the incentives of why 
men wanted to share their experiences. Noteworthy is Leo’s inclination to 
contribute to a fair recognition of IPV, formulated in his words as a call for 
“justice and truth”. Furthermore, in his interview, Leo gives the sense of 
wanting to achieve justice and truth, stemming from his own experiences. 
Leo also perceives a bias in the political and social debate about how IPV is 
depicted as an asymmetrical phenomenon where women are assumed to be 
the subordinate and men the superior in a relationship (e.g., Dobash & 
Dobash, 2004).  
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I have also disliked when things… when the truth is distorted. And I 
believe it is. I know there are people who don’t care, and instead get 
provoked by you bringing up these issues, men’s victimisation. […] 
Every day, I’m reminded by newspapers that my suffering means 
nothing. […] I live a life free from this violence now, but just the 
knowledge that there are people out there who don’t want… and they 
aren’t even a few, who want to silence this kind of fact, makes me 
upset practically every day. (Leo) 

In reflecting on his experiences, Leo’s statement underscores his recurring 
frustration when newspapers report on IPV. He perceives a pervasive bias 
in these reports, primarily focusing on the impact of men’s actions against 
women. In contrast, discussions regarding how men are affected by 
women’s behaviour are notably absent. Leo’s distress is evident as he 
articulates, “just the knowledge that there are people out there who don’t 
want… and they aren’t even a few, who want to silence this kind of fact, 
makes me upset practically every day.” Leo accounts that broaching the 
subject of women’s violence against men in intimate relationships can be 
strikingly challenging. This is especially true with those who view IPV 
primarily as men’s violence against women, considering it the ‘real’ societal 
problem.  
 
Leo’s narrative also reveals how such discussions can be perceived as a 
threat to individuals’ beliefs, leading him to realise there is a group 
unwilling to acknowledge this truth. This perspective aligns with various 
forms of bias found in discussions about IPV, including reversed social 
gender power dynamics that originate from the identity power discussion. 
These dynamics seemingly can be identified through the perspective of 
epistemic injustice – testimonial and hermeneutic injustices. The men 
describe being invisible, which may lead to uncertainty and inadequacy, 
because their reality does not align with the prevailing discourse on IPV and 
gender (Fricker, 2007). Like other men, Leo talks about feeling invisible and 
perceiving reluctance on the part of others to hear the men’s stories, leaving 
the men in an extended state of limbo where they are constantly piloting 
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masculinity24 as they struggle to reshape their identity. They articulate their 
experiences and reality in a way that authorities and society will not 
acknowledge. 

 
Additionally, it is essential to consider how prevailing norms and 
assumptions surrounding IPV and any deviation from them can contribute 
to men subjected to violence remaining in a ‘subordinate position’. This 
concept resonates with George’s (1994, 2003) idea of double victimisation, 
where men in vulnerable positions with their female partners may also feel 
stigmatised for not upholding traditional masculine ideals. These situations, 
for instance, in which men are coerced into sexual activity despite their 
refusals, challenge the conventional perception of masculinity, highlighting 
a troubling scenario where men’s experiences do not conform to expected 
masculine traits. This line of reasoning parallels George’s arguments and 
Whitehead’s (2002) discussion of the male gaze25 concept in the context of 
men’s societal roles. Being in a position characterised by double 
victimisation can be considered a significant barrier, where the men are 
deterred from seeking help and being recognised as a vulnerable group, and 
they potentially lose the male gaze (George, 1994, 2003; Whitehead, 2002). 
 
This double victimisation can be seen as a significant obstacle that hinders 
men from even acknowledging their problem, making it challenging to 
address their subordinate position. However, the narratives reveal that many 
men strive to change the political discourse regarding this issue, hoping to 
receive moral and social support. Nicholas’s narrative exemplifies men’s 
challenging path in striving for societal change. Nicholas expresses a 

 

24  The concept of piloting masculinity is further elaborated and explained in chapter eight Lost in 
Subordination and chapter nine Concluding Reflections. 
25 The concept of male gaze may be misunderstood as pertaining to the objectification of a specific 
gender, for instance men’s objectification of women in movies. However, in this context, it focuses on 
society’s gaze upon men and their masculinity. This gaze is significantly influenced by societal structures 
and expectations that dictate how men adhere to traditional gender roles. To comprehend masculinity 
fully, it is essential to study the intricacies of gender and power relations. Within this context, discourse 
wields considerable influence, as noted by Whitehead (2002) and Pease (2012), who highlight that 
societal norms, alternative knowledge, and men’s truths are pivotal in shaping their identity and self-
perception.  
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yearning to make a difference in the lives of other men trapped in violent 
and abusive relationships.  

 
It’s a feeling of trying to make my experiences matter… in the best 
possible case, get someone to not, I mean, I don’t think anyone will, 
no, but I want to make something of the sad things I’ve been through. 
[…] And it feels good every time I do something like this [referring 
to the interview]. Instead of just talking to myself in my head, I can 
talk to a person about it, and it’s almost easier to talk to a stranger 
than someone I know well. Then it’s that I just feel better about being 
open with all of this […] I’ve told a lot of people, and it’s a liberating 
feeling. […] I think it’s better to make people aware about this issue. 
(Nicholas) 

All narratives share a common objective: to utilise the lived experiences so 
sufficient support is provided for other men and to demonstrate that they are 
not alone in their struggles. Additionally, the men express the hope of 
increasing public awareness and understanding of the difficulties they face 
when seeking help and support, which is consistent with results from 
previous research (e.g.,  Douglas et al., 2012; George, 2003; Hellgren et al., 
2015; Hine, Noku et al., 2022). Ultimately, the participating men want the 
support system for victimised men seeking help to improve. 
 
The narratives of the participating men exemplify how motives, potentially 
rooted in self-help, recognition of personal experiences, and personhood, 
can inspire changes in social attitudes and public policy. These narratives 
underscore the significance of individual experiences in shaping broader 
perspectives and advocating for societal change. In the narratives of 
Nicholas and other men, a recurring theme is the positive effect of 
discussing their experiences, as opposed to ruminating on them alone. 
Nicholas highlights that “it’s almost easier to talk to a stranger than 
someone I know well.” This observation suggests that some men may have 
an altruistic motive in sharing their experiences to promote change and a 
therapeutic motivation for discussing their stories with others, particularly 
strangers. Talking about their experiences can serve as a means of 
processing and coping with their situations, while also providing “a 
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liberating feeling” of no longer bearing these experiences alone, as Nicholas 
says.  

 
Besides promoting change, the men’s objectives for sharing their 
experiences include raising awareness and seeking support. Although 
everyone does not explicitly express it, many imply that the interviews hold 
a therapeutic purpose for the men in managing their experiences and moving 
forward, as may be traced to Nicholas’s account. It is evident that he feels 
good every time he decides to talk to others about the violence and abuse 
that he endured. Instead of being alone with his thoughts and pondering over 
what happened, he expresses that talking to a stranger is something he 
believes is worthwhile, since it makes his “experiences matter.” From how 
Nicholas communicates his motives for participating, the interview has a 
therapeutic purpose, especially when he voices that he feels “a liberating 
feeling.” The sense of liberation comes from someone else now also knows, 
meaning that he is no longer alone. The liberating feeling can also be tied to 
having voiced his experiences to a stranger, a researcher potentially able to 
contribute to the societal changes Nicholas yearns for; “I want to do 
something with the sad things I’ve been through,” indicating his hope that 
by sharing his story, he can foster change.   
 
Axel expresses similar motives to participate in the study, with one objective 
being to describe that men have nowhere, or limited places, to turn for help, 
which can lead to feelings of loneliness. 

 
Well, it’s… you’re damn lonely. And there is no authority that 
handles this. There are no routines, no system. It’s not recognised. 
[…] And violence, you yourself write gender-atypical violence. What 
is gender-atypical about it? It’s like… there is the idea that women 
are good, and men are evil [laughter], you know. And when it’s the 
other way around, then it’s atypical. It damn well isn’t atypical. 
Would one gender be good and the other evil, really? (Axel) 

In Axel’s narrative, he conveys disappointment in society’s lack of belief in 
his plea for assistance locating his son, whom he describes was abducted by 
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his former partner26. Axel’s reaction to the labelling of women’s violence 
towards men as gender-atypical 27 , further reflects his sentiments. His 
response and perception can be comprehended, especially when considering 
his subsequent statement highlighting society’s reinforcement of the notion 
that women are portrayed as virtuous. At the same time, men are depicted 
as evil. “Would one gender be good and the other evil, really?” Upon deeper 
reflection and analysis, Axel’s statement and question appear justified, 
given his personal experiences and his perception of how societal norms 
shape perspectives on gender and IPV. It aligns notably with the framework 
of the testimonial injustice discussion of epistemic injustice and the 
discourse of the definitional hegemony and dialogue, which the men seem 
to encounter when interacting with authorities to seek help (Walker et al., 
2020). Being treated as invisible or being silenced while other groups have 
interpretive precedence and space, leads the men to a feeling of gender bias, 
and the men describe themselves as being subjected to this bias, which 
affects their self-perception and identity as a man given traditional gender 
norms. 
 

Hope for Acknowledgement 
A recurring theme in the narratives is the necessity of asserting innocence 
when confronted with mistrust and disbelief. The men also disclose to public 
authorities and the judiciary system the ordeals they endured at the hands of 
their female partners. Men who mention encountering unfavourable 
treatment from the authorities report that it hinders their willingness to seek 
help for their victimisation. Bates (2020a) concludes in her study “No One 
Would Ever Believe Me.” An exploration of the impact of intimate partner 
violence victimization on men, that the reluctance of men to report abuse 
may stem from authorities’ failure to see them as anything other than 

 

26 More information about why Axel perceives that his partner kidnapped their son is further explored in 
the subsequent section: A Place for Safety or Advantage? 
27 At the outset of my thesis work, I used the term gender-atypical violence as a working title and in 
my application to obtain ethical approval for conducting the study. This working title was employed in 
the information letters to potential research participants and professionals. This is the context that Axel 
refers to with the term gender-atypical during the interview and when he states that what he 
experienced in his relationship with Signe was not gender-typical. 
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aggressors of IPV. Miller (2001; 2005) believes that consequently, the 
failure of the judiciary system and social services to comprehend and 
identify the primary aggressors across different cases contributes to an 
increased risk of men experiencing disadvantage due to their more 
knowledgeable, violent, and abusive female partners, whom they perceive 
as exploiting the support system to their advantage, sometimes by falsely 
accusing their male partners of wrongdoing (cf. Hines & Malley-Morrison, 
2001; Miller, 2001; Sorenson & Taylor, 2005).  

 
Many men in this study often describe facing scepticism and mistrust in 
contact with public authorities when asking for support for themselves or 
their partners. This sentiment is noticeable in Nils’s narrative concerning his 
relationship with Edith. Nils recounts a significant incident involving Edith 
that leads to the end of their relationship. He recalls a day when Edith 
threatens him and attempts to push him off the third floor at their rented flat. 
Earlier that day, Edith accused Nils of taking her hidden alcohol, which he 
removed because she was to be caring for their infant daughter while he was 
doing errands. Concerned about the situation, Nils calls the social services 
emergency line for an unannounced visit, but he is unsuccessful. When he 
returns, he confronts Edith while still on the phone with social services. 
Edith denies being intoxicated, despite what Nils describes as clear evidence 
that she was drinking, which triggers an intense reaction from Edith where 
she becomes thoroughly enraged. 

 
And then she starts, and she’s like, “This is bloody madness. I’m not 
drunk.” I look in the fridge and I’m like – Yeah, okay, you bought 
two six-packs of beer and you’ve drunk ten of them. And then she 
goes absolutely mental at me and everything, and she starts arguing 
with me. Tries to push me from the third floor in the flat we rented 
and kinda… presses her hand against my throat like this, and says, 
“No one will believe this; you jumped yourself.” She really pushes. I 
just raise my hands, and say like, “It doesn’t matter.” I don’t do 
anything to her. (Nils) 

Nils’ continues by saying, the social emergency services are still on the 
phone and hear the ongoing incident. They advise Nils to leave their shared 
residence with Edith, as Nils describes it, is allowed to stay where she is. 
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Nils finds this advice strange. He also describes calling the police for help, 
only to be told, “No, we don’t have a car.” This response signals that the 
police did not care about his situation, while he also reflects that if Edith had 
called the police, they would have arrived with a SWAT team28 to assist her. 
He perceives the actions of the social emergency services and the police as 
a joke, and he feels that his story of being subjected to domestic violence by 
his female partner is not taken seriously, leaving him to fend for himself 
because he is a man. The following day, he discovers that the police had 
called Edith during the night, reinforcing his reaction that his story and 
request for help were dismissed, made invisible, and silenced. Not receiving 
help despite the social services hearing the incident on the balcony and the 
police failing to respond to his request, has resulted in Nils losing trust in 
the authorities, especially the police. Nils does not explicitly state the reason 
for the police’s contact with Edith; however, he describes feeling 
abandoned, unheard, and disbelieved by the police, who instead reach out to 
the person he identified as the aggressor. The authorities’ actions can 
arguably be linked to societal prejudice tied to Nils’s male identity and their 
thoughts of him being able to fend for himself. 
 
This narrative illustrates how Edith’s actions escalate and become 
threatening towards Nils, when he confronts her about her drinking and 
inability to care for their daughter. Nils’s story further suggests that Edith is 
aware of societal biases that disfavour his version of the events when she 
exerts physical violence towards him and states, “No one will believe this; 
you jumped yourself.” It can be inferred that Edith believes her words hold 
precedence, possibly due to gender identity and its perceived advantage in 
testimonies related to IPV. Nils’s experiences can be understood in terms of 
testimonial injustice, which manifests when a male victim of violence seeks 
help from public authorities, and due to his gender identity, is not considered 
a victim (Fricker, 2007, 2018).  

 

28 SWAT team is an abbreviation for Special Weapons and Tactics team in USA, which is a group of 
police officers who are specially trained to deal with serious, risky, and violent situations beyond the 
capacity of regular police groups (https://www.ojp.gov/ncjrs/virtual-library/abstracts/swat-special-
weapons-and-tactics, 2024-02-12). The National Task Force is the Swedish equivalent of SWAT. The 
task force is Sweden’s ultimate police resource to deal with situations that are so serious, unusual, or 
risky that they cannot be dealt with by normal police activities. Its main task is to combat terrorism 
(www.polisen.se/om-polisen/polisens-arbete/nationella-insatsstyrkan/, 2024-02-12) 
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Moreover, Nils’s narrative is dismissed as not credible given the authorities’ 
prevailing notions about the superior-subordinate roles in abusive 
relationships, placing Nils in a position where he is not only trapped in the 
relationship with Edith, but also locked in the role of an aggressor by 
professionals who silence his narrative based on his gender identity and 
traits (Campbell & Bell, 2000; Pease, 2002). The silencing of Nils and other 
men in the study can also be attributed to the knowledge gap identified in 
the collective interpretation that may exist among authorities. Men may fail 
to communicate their experiences effectively, since their vocabulary is one 
that the authorities do not recognise. Losing the ability to articulate their 
reality puts men in a state of limbo, where they struggle to convey a credible 
identity that needs help (Bell, 2000; Pease, 2012). At the same time, they 
are in a land of uncertainty – limbo – with an identity that is piloting 
masculinity.   
 
Furthermore, Nils’s interpretation of the police’s response shows 
hermeneutical injustice. His experience highlights two significant 
challenges to societal norms: it questions the common perceptions of who 
perpetrates IPV, and it questions the prevailing gender norms. This 
interpretation aligns with Fricker’s (2007; 2018) epistemic injustice 
framework and Giorgio’s (2002) definitional hegemony and dialogue 
concepts. In essence, Nils’s and other men’s narratives are perceived to have 
primacy based on how and what male victims articulate in their experiences. 
The police decision to contact Edith, as interpreted by Nils, indicates a lack 
of open-mindedness or sensitivity to unique power dynamics that deviate 
from the familiar narratives associated with IPV. 
 
Nils’s reaction to the conduct of both the police and the social services 
exemplifies how many of the participating men experience an institutional 
unfamiliarity and inability to understand and acknowledge their situation. 
He may have felt prejudice due to the preconceptions associated with his 
male identity, exacerbated by the authorities’ definitional hegemony within 
the scope of testimonial injustice. Nils’s comment, “If it was the other way 
around, they would’ve been there with a SWAT team… immediately. I get 
no help. What is this? […] I have zero trust in the police after that,” 
highlights a potentially different response if he and Edith reverse roles. The 
sentiment in Nils’s experience illustrates what Fricker (2007) terms as 
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negative gender prejudice, implying double victimisation from his partner 
and the public authorities (George, 1994, 2003). The culmination of these 
experiences indicates an imbalance in whose stories and experiences take 
precedence, indicating that the police and social services might possess a 
bias in their prevailing view on IPV and gender. Nils’s narrative offers a 
vital perspective that challenges conventional understandings and prompts 
a re-evaluation of societal assumptions concerning IPV. 
 
Nils continues that the relationship with Edith ends, and he meets his current 
partner, Heidi. According to Nils, his relationship with Heidi has 
deteriorated over recent years. He tells about harassment, verbal abuse, and 
threats aiming to ruin his position in the custody dispute with his ex-partner 
Edith over their daughter. Nils describes how he perceives these threats as 
usually occurring when he objects and tries to stand up for himself. His 
resistance triggers Heidi’s behaviour to threaten him verbally, which 
directly and indirectly through his daughter limits the girl’s interaction with 
him, her father. 

 
Then she gets angry. She gets outraged, and then she starts to nag and 
yell and everything else. […] When I was in the previous custody 
dispute, Edith was going to testify. Then she said straight up, “I’m 
going to testify in favour of the mother, and then you’ll be lucky if 
you get to see your daughter every other weekend.” (Nils) 

Heidi may have perceived society has a presumed perspective on gender 
norms in childcare and caregiving. Specifically, there seems to be an 
automatic assumption, rooted in prevailing and stereotypical frameworks, 
that women historically are considered best able to express emotions 
associated with parenthood and care. This point closely relates to Giorgio’s 
concept of definitional hegemony, as Nils’s situation deviates from societal 
stereotypical assumptions about what constitutes male and female 
characteristics (Eriksson, 2002; Plantin et al., 2000). Moreover, according 
to Nils’s depiction, Heidi believes that her testimony will most likely prevail 
over Nils’s statements when he articulates his experiences of different 
variations of vulnerability and victimisation. Nils’s perspective contests the 
present beliefs by opposing the authoritative narratives shaped by the 
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aggressor and the fixed criteria established by societal norms for IPV, 
gender identities, and the predetermination of victims and aggressors. 

 
The issue that public authorities lack trust in men’s requests for help in 
situations like Nils’s with Edith, is not isolated. This response seems to recur 
when men contact social services or the police for assistance; thus, this 
treatment extends beyond Nils’s personal and lived experiences. Many 
participating men share narratives where they recount their partners 
leveraging established societal structures for abused women’s assistance to 
their advantage within the social services and judiciary system. Another 
common theme is how these men perceive their partners as exploiting their 
children to inflict harm and maintain control, echoing Nils’s situation with 
Heidi. This manipulation often persists even after the termination of their 
intimate relationship. The men believe that authorities, in various ways, 
tacitly condone such behaviour, especially in custody-related situations (cf. 
Hine & Hine, 2022), as illustrated in Nils’s situation. 

 
These narratives underscore a troubling reality: society appears more 
inclined to acknowledge women’s victimisation in cases of IPV than men’s, 
perhaps due to the definitional hegemony as described by Giorgio (2002). 
While recognising the importance of women’s experiences, it is essential to 
understand that this limited perspective perpetuates inequality and fails to 
address the unique challenges faced by other groups subjected to different 
dimensions of violence and abuse. The participating men stress the necessity 
of establishing a comprehensive social safety net to support everyone 
experiencing IPV, regardless of their gender identity. Christer expresses this 
sentiment in the following way: 
 

The established social system poses a threat to men, often in 
situations when they… or when you want to leave the relationship. 
The built-up system for abused women is used to the advantage of the 
woman. […] It becomes a threat in that way, and when children are 
involved in the relationship, they are used [in different ways to 
continue causing harm]. (Christer) 

Moreover, these men’s narratives frequently highlight a concerning 
phenomenon: their ex-partners’ consistent attempts to restrict their contact 
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with their children following the dissolution of their intimate relationships. 
This issue becomes particularly pronounced in stories shared by men with 
criminal records, who feel that their past convictions place them at a distinct 
disadvantage in custody disputes. Similarly, the men report instances where 
their partners and children, having sought refuge in women’s shelters 
through social services, appear to use their absence from their children’s 
lives as leverage to secure a more favourable position in custody battles, 
often advocating for sole custody. This pattern suggests that the aftermath 
of these relationships not only affects the men’s access to their children, but 
also influences the dynamics of custody disputes, potentially exacerbating 
the challenges the men face in maintaining parental relationships (e.g., 
Mercer, 2019; Tilbrook et al., 2010). 

 
These narratives, along with others from men who experience a lack of trust 
and support and those involved in custody disputes, reveal a shared struggle 
against experienced and perceived institutional injustice. This collective 
experience of contending with such injustice provides a foundation for a 
deeper investigation into the matter, underscoring the need to examine the 
systemic barriers that contribute to the difficulties faced by men in the 
context of custody and familial relationships post-separation (Tilbrook, et 
al., 2010). 
 

Institutional Gender Bias 
A recurring theme among the narratives, is that the men perceive that their 
female partners’ accounts of events are seen as more credible and are taken 
more seriously compared to similar accounts provided by the men about 
their female partners. This perception can suggest that women’s narratives 
encounter fewer obstacles of societal doubt, distrust, or disbelief than if men 
had conveyed the message. Men describe how they perceive that public 
authorities and specialised units of IPV favour women, because they design 
safety measures to cater to women’s needs for support and assistance. 
Additionally, some men report that their female partners know how to use 
societal systems more effectively to continue causing harm, leading to the 
exclusion of some men from their children’s lives.  
 
This perceived systematic bias is illustrated in Samuel’s experience. 
Samuel, a man with experiences from two abusive relationships and children 
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with both women, describes how, in his last relationship, he experiences 
visitation sabotage from Ellie – his youngest daughter’s residential parent. 
Despite Samuel’s efforts to maintain a relationship with his daughter, he 
faces obstacles from broader societal and institutional bias. He describes 
how Ellie, living in another city distant from Samuel, would claim their 
daughter does not wish to spend time with him, effectively blocking his 
access. By the time of the interview in December 2021, Samuel discloses 
not having seen his daughter since the previous summer. This leads to legal 
actions against Ellie for visitation sabotage, all demonstrating the impact on 
his parental relationship.  
 

It’s hard as hell, it really is [….] It feels like everyone is somehow 
against me, and that’s just how it is. I can’t do anything; I just need 
to try to stay as calm and collected as possible. But it’s hard as hell, 
to be… because explaining what happened, you can’t just do that in… 
five minutes, and then I get really stressed, too, when I know that this 
conversation, if I explain it the wrong way or if I forget something, it 
could be misunderstood. […] Powerless [sighs] and there was nothing 
that… nothing can be done. What social services say if I bring up 
anything about this, it’s like... I’m bad-mouthing Ellie. (Samuel) 

The men’s perceptions appear to align with the findings of Miller (2001; 
2005). Miller argues that the judiciary system often fails to identify the 
primary aggressor, which disadvantages women against their more 
knowledgeable male counterparts. Thus, she emphasises accurately 
determining who initiated the violence in order to prevent women from 
facing suspicion and disbelief. Careful investigation of who is the aggressor 
is relevant to men’s experiences as well, where they can also be safeguarded 
from suspicion and disbelief. This need for careful identification of the 
primary aggressor also resonates with the findings of Sorenson and Taylor 
(2005), who note that due to societal norms and the judiciary experience 
with cases involving violent women, there is a greater mistrust regarding 
men’s accounts when they report experiencing violence from a woman. 
These authors also argue that women’s violence is generally less severe than 
men’s. These norms shape our understanding of violence in intimate 
relationships, often leading to the presumption that men are the primary 
aggressors. It is essential to investigate the context and characteristics of 
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situations where men are subjected to violence in order to recognise their 
victimisation properly, as this bias can result in questioning or ignoring 
men’s vulnerability (Bates, 2020a, 2020b; Hines & Douglas, 2009, 2022; 
Hines & Malley-Morrison, 2001; Sorenson & Taylor, 2005).  
 
The research field on violence establishes that the prevailing gender power 
structure, rooted in the patriarchal system, is primarily grounded in men’s 
violence against women. The gender power framework shapes the current 
notion of IPV (cf. Hamel, 2007b). In the Swedish context, this framework 
predominantly casts men as the aggressors and women as the victims. Public 
authorities and scholars have given interpretative precedence to the 
prevailing assumptions about who should be regarded as victims and 
aggressors of IPV. Nevertheless, from an international perspective, recent 
studies challenging this framework show a higher proportion of male 
victims of heterosexual IPV than previously believed (Conradi & Geffner, 
2009; Desmarais et al., 2012; Hine, Noku, et al., 2022; Hines & Douglas, 
2009; Mills et al., 2006; Nowinski & Bowen, 2012). While this newfound 
recognition is essential, it also carries the risk of shifting focus in ways that 
might obscure the role of female aggressors in some IPV cases. This shift 
can potentially leave male victims feeling unseen and unsupported, as their 
experiences might be overshadowed by the prevailing norms of IPV and 
gender (Miller, 2001, 2005; Sorenson & Taylor, 2005). 
 
IPV is often viewed as a gendered issue where men are seen as superior and 
women as subordinate. Therefore, it is essential to expand our understanding 
to prevent female-perpetrated IPV victims from being doubted or 
unsupported by societal services (Allen et al., 2009; Bates & Taylor, 2019; 
Dixon et al., 2022; Swan et al., 2008; Swan & Snow, 2006). For instance, in 
the interview with Noel, he recounts that he reported Zola to the police for 
abusing the children, and they hand the case over to the social services. 
Noel’s narrative shows how the social services do not appear to share his 
immediate concern for the children’s well-being.  
 

I have reported her to the police for hitting [the children]. [Daughter’s 
name] was in a police interview where she… the first thing she said 
was that mum hits them. The police dropped the report. […] Because 
they couldn’t prove it. […] And handed the case over to the social 
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services. And Zola admitted to social services that she did it, but 
social services did nothing, because it was a word-against-word 
situation. And then I said, “But if she admits and says it…” [Social 
services replied] “Yes, but it was only on a few occasions.” [Noel 
answered] “Yes, but does that even matter? If I had done it once, I 
can guarantee you, I would never have been allowed to see my 
children again, ever.” […] But the thing is, I have brought it up with 
social services, and they do nothing! […] I haven’t received any 
support or help from social services at all. Zola has received 
everything! […] You feel very powerless, and it feels very hopeless. 
You’re banging yourself bloody against the wall hoping someone will 
listen. (Noel) 

Based on the excerpt, Noel feels defeated and powerless over the police 
handing the case to social services, and he perceives bias from social 
services regarding Zola’s potential violence towards the children. The bias 
Noel experiences is that, as a man, he is always considered guilty, while 
Zola, as a woman, is always regarded as innocent regardless of the evidence, 
which can be seen in his additional statement: “the man is guilty until proven 
otherwise. The woman is always innocent no matter what has been proven.” 
As a result, his experience is that social services do not offer him any 
support, while Zola receives everything she needs. Noel feels powerless and 
hopeless, due to the injustices of the authorities. The injustice also reflects 
the negative gender bias noticeable in the actions of the authority figures, 
who also diminish the seriousness of Zola’s actions towards the children, 
despite her own acknowledgement, according to Noel.  
 
Furthermore, how Noel describes his experiences illustrates his awareness 
of the interpretative precedence that prevails within the established norms 
of IPV and gender: “If I had done it once, I can guarantee you, I would 
never have been allowed to see my children again, ever.” At the same time, 
he describes how Zola is offered everything, including protective placement 
in a women’s shelter with their children. The powerlessness that emerges in 
the narrative shows that Noel thinks that it does not matter what he does or 
says, as the authorities have already decided whose narrative has interpretive 
precedence when it comes to domestic violence.   
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The narratives and previous research show that violence is a complex 
phenomenon. Research on IPV often focuses primarily on gender power 
dynamics. This prevailing perspective may obscure and undermine the 
recognition, visibility, and acknowledgement of men’s experiences as 
victims of violence and abuse by a female partner (e.g., Cannon & Buttell, 
2016; Cannon et al., 2015). The obstacle can stem from the theoretical 
gender power order in understanding IPV, which means that men are the 
norm and thus superior in society and relationships (Butler, 2011; 
Thomsson, 2003a, 2003b).  

 
The men’s accounts make clear that they see the theoretical assumptions 
about IPV and gender norms as the foundation of the Swedish social services 
and their dealings with the men featured in this research. In Nicholas’s 
narrative, their response to his situation deeply affects his trust in social 
services. This erosion of trust appears linked to a failure to recognise that 
men, just as women, can be victims of violence and abuse in heterosexual 
relationships. Nicholas describes an incident where he defends himself 
during a violent confrontation with Shanelle who tries to kill him, after 
which social services perceives him as the aggressor and portrays Shanelle 
as the victim. 
 

No, no, no! […] it was me who was the villain [sniffles]. […] She 
tried to kill me in the hallway when we [he and the kids] had been 
waiting for her for several hours [….] That’s when she came rushing 
at me with a kitchen knife, aiming stabs at me. I managed to defend 
myself, and then she takes out another knife that she had hidden 
behind her back in her other hand, and she aimed a strong blow [cries 
and sniffles]. That’s when I got angry. I wrestled the knives out of her 
hands, and then I slapped her. And because I slapped her when she 
tried to kill me, the social services thought that both she and I should 
attend some kind of therapy session where I’m the perpetrator, and 
she’s the victim. And when that was thrown in my face, my trust for 
Sweden died, too. […] I mean, you can try to stab someone with 
kitchen knives, and then you’re a victim?! No, fucking hell, no! I will 
never forget it. It’s completely incomprehensible how one can come 
to that conclusion. (Nicholas)   
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Nicholas’s experiences reveal a shattered trust in the Swedish social welfare 
system, stemming from the welfare system adherence to traditional 
theoretical assumptions that categorise women as the victims of IPV 
(Larance & Miller, 2017; Miller, 2005; Sorenson & Taylor, 2005). 
Moreover, Nicholas’s narrative sheds light on how theoretical assumptions 
about IPV, gender norms, and victimhood can create barriers for public 
authorities. As a consequence, these authorities may run the risk of turning 
a blind eye, especially when it comes to acknowledging that women can 
deviate from what is commonly associated with femininity and womanhood 
(e.g., Lövkrona, 2009a, 2009b; Svensson, 2004). Concurrently, this 
approach may inadvertently exclude the possibility that men can exhibit 
traits that deviate from masculinity, such as being caring, considerate, 
unwilling to use violence, and avoiding a superior power position in the 
relationship (e.g., Hearn, 2004; Plant et al., 2000). Consequently, the public 
authorities may overlook such nuances, thereby reinforcing the tendency to 
ignore or trivialise men’s experiences in IPV where the aggressor is a 
woman. 

 
Furthermore, the risk of epistemic injustice, according to Fricker’s (2007) 
perspective, occurs when male victims of violence face obstacles in seeking 
help and being able to put words to their realities (Bates et al., 2022; 
Corbally, 2011, 2015; Hine, 2019; Lysova et al., 2022; Mackay et al., 2022). 
Various reasons can drive the help-seeking process for men. Some may seek 
assistance to exit a destructive relationship and secure placement at a shelter. 
Others may seek help to gain comprehension and make sense of their 
experiences of violence and abuse, including understanding their perceived 
responses and coping strategies and the resulting consequences.  
 

Struggle Against Institutional Injustice 
In addition to the institutional injustice observed by men who have no legal 
convictions, there are further manifestations of institutional injustice, such 
as when women seek refuge in women’s shelters, which can inadvertently 
reinforce authorities’ mistrust and scepticism towards men’s narratives. 
These men often assert that the women seeking shelter, have subjected them 
to violence and abuse. Such circumstances complicate men’s efforts to 
access necessary support and extricate themselves from these abusive 
relationships.  
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Several narratives shed light on the men’s initial interactions with public 
authorities, who show resistance and a lack of trust in how the men convey 
their experiences. That the authorities lack confidence can be attributed to 
the men’s accounts diverging from the prevailing notion of IPV; thus, there 
is no interpretative precedence for the men’s experiences in these 
encounters. The scepticism from professionals exemplifies the institutional 
barriers commonly encountered when men seek help and support. These 
experiences, rooted in such assumptions, have prompted a desire among 
these men to challenge societal perceptions of male victimisation and 
vulnerability. For instance, Walter articulates his belief that society has not 
adequately adapted to the men’s and women’s evolving roles and 
circumstances in recent years, particularly concerning IPV and custody 
issues.  

 
Well, I, myself, have been subjected to and seen all the obstacles you 
face in society, such as when seeking support and help or when telling 
what you’ve been through. There is such fear among many people 
and prejudices. I perceive that… my personal experience is that 
society has not kept up with the changes. It [discussion on custody of 
children] hasn’t kept up. That the father, even if he is the healthier 
parent, is deprived of the right, or the children have the right to meet 
their father. Even when it can be shown that the mother is sick, so… 
there must be serious things for the father or the child to move away 
from the mother. It must be abuse or addiction, not that she is 
mentally ill and suffers from it. That’s my experience. (Walter)  

Accordingly, Walter aspires to changing society’s prejudiced view 
regarding men’s victimisation and vulnerability to heterosexual IPV. Walter 
and the other men state that their female partners exert control, use coercion, 
display violence, and behave abusively. Some men share stories of their 
struggles to gain recognition for their experiences. Some men express the 
hope that societal prejudices and perceptions regarding who can endure IPV 
and who fits the ideal victim status, will evolve into recognition for everyone 
(e.g., Christie, 1986). 
 
Based on their treatment by public authorities, some participating men 
recount their decision to turn to and mobilise themselves on social media 



Chapter Five  
 

 
161 

platforms in hopes of finding a sense of belonging and potentially having 
their experiences heard, validated, and acknowledged. However, the men’s 
narratives also unveil that not everyone has had to walk along that path. 
Some men account for having received support and assistance from their 
family, friends, and relatives, as well as from others after their persistent 
efforts to seek help from public authorities. The men who find some support, 
convey less distrust and disbelief towards their experiences. At the same 
time, even though some men find assistance through online groups, it is not 
clear if their initial encounters and interactions are free from scepticism and 
doubt. Therefore, most likely almost every participating man encounters 
limited support initially, and there is some consensus that over time the 
initial response from institutions improves, with some men even reporting 
eventually receiving assistance. 
 
When men attempt to escape harmful, destructive, and abusive relationships, 
they often meet ambiguous responses from public authorities, increasing the 
men’s risk of remaining trapped in prolonged vulnerability and 
victimisation. The social services and social workers are mandated by 
Chapter 5, Section 11 of the Swedish Social Service Act (SFS 2001:435) to 
assist all individuals in vulnerable situations or all victims of crime; yet, the 
men participating in this study frequently describe a pattern of being met 
with scepticism and an accusatory attitude by the institutions they approach 
for help. For instance, Mikael shares that when he seeks to file a complaint 
against his wife with the police, he is met with suspicion and disbelief, and 
this scepticism continues when he reaches out to the social services, where 
he encounters a similar inquisitorial and accusatory stance from the social 
workers.   

 
Caroline: How were you treated by the police when you contacted 
them?  

Mikael: The time I did that and said that my wife hits me, he said: 
“What did you do first?”  

Caroline: Ok? How did that make you feel?  



Narratives with a Message  
 

 
162 

Mikael: No, it was terrible, to be questioned like that and to think 
that I’d hit her first, and I just said, “What do you mean by first? I 
haven’t done anything. How can you ask me that?” “Yes, but it’s 
usually men who exert violence and are the ones who hit and use 
violence, and women are not like that,” he said. I asked, “What do 
you know?” I got irritated, but you don’t want to be rude, but I said: 
“But how can you – I don’t understand.” The police replied, “No, but 
I know…” Then he almost apologised and continued, “But you, 
you’ll get [this question]….” It’s a shame, but unfortunately, that’s 
the way it is. We’ll be asked this question, just because we’re men.  

Caroline: Did you get that question from social services?  

Mikael: Yes, they also asked about what I had done and if I had hit 
as well. That’s something they got into fairly quickly. But, just to feel 
that they always think that as a man, you’re guilty of hitting first, and 
then you’ve been hit afterwards. The feeling of not being believed. If 
you’re not good at speaking or putting words to what you’ve been 
through, then you’re even more… because you often don’t talk about 
things like this. You don’t…. Unfortunately, as men, talk about your 
feelings; you don’t want to show yourself as weak; you don’t want to 
portray that you’re subjected to this. It’s so uncomfortable, and you 
haven’t heard it before. Now that I know about it, I think it’s sad that 
you should feel that way. It’s sad that you should be ashamed and 
think that there’s something wrong, but it’s the society that has made 
you feel that way. 

Mikael’s excerpt reveals that he encounters no understanding, an inadequate 
response from relevant institutions regarding his needs. Notably, Mikael 
emphasises the recurring question he and other men in similar situations 
face: “What did you do first?” which he believes contributes to the 
perception that institutions and society always assume men are guilty of 
initiating the violence. That institutions question and insinuate can 
perpetuate the notion that men’s vulnerability and victimisation are not 
genuine. Moreover, this disbelief can, as Mikael articulates, contribute to 
men feeling “ashamed and think that there’s something wrong, but it’s the 
society that has made you feel that way.” The men’s narratives about feeling 



Chapter Five  
 

 
163 

shame and self-blame due to authorities’ distrust and misbelief (cf. Scheff, 
2003; Scheff & Retzinger, 2001) align with previous research that has 
demonstrated how men have sensed bias within and outside authorities when 
reporting experiencing violence and abuse from their female partners (e.g., 
Hine, Noku, et al., 2022; Hines & Douglas, 2011, 2016a).  
 
Men who encounter such treatment, understandably, might feel a negative 
impact on their gender identity and personhood. Moreover, society might 
view men who disclose vulnerability and victimisation as violating 
prevailing norms concerning gender and IPV. Research on men’s violence 
against women shows that IPV is a gendered issue, with society typically 
perceiving women as subordinate and men as superior; thus the men in the 
present study violate these norms, since prevailing assumptions about 
gender and victimhood often depict women as weak and passive and portray 
men as strong and active (Christie, 1986; cf. Lombard, 2018).  
 
Christie’s perspective interlocks with Lombard (2013), Svensson (2004), 
and Lövkrona (2009a, 2009b), asserting that women and violence are 
incompatible concepts. Thus, women cannot be held accountable for their 
actions. From this perspective, men are not allowed to be vulnerable to or 
victims of abuse or violence exerted by a female partner (e.g., Hellgren et 
al., 2015). In addition, prevailing norms about IPV and deviations from them 
might place men subjected to violence in a ’subordinate position’, mirroring 
what George (1994, 2003) describes as experiencing double victimisation. 
Men already victimised by their female partners also face societal stigma for 
not meeting the expectations of hegemonic masculinity. Similar to 
Whitehead’s (2002) interpretation of societal expectations, the men’s 
societal standing falters when they exhibit vulnerability, thereby conflicting 
with conventional notions of masculinity. Being positioned in double 
victimisation can be seen as a significant barrier, preventing men from 
seeking help and being recognised as a vulnerable group, effectively 
questioning the traditional male gaze (George, 1994, 2003; Whitehead, 
2002). This re-evaluation of masculinity within the context of IPV overturns 
established societal norms and calls for a more nuanced understanding of 
victimisation across gender lines.  
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When and if men deviate from the male gaze, it may transform the image of 
the hegemonic man and its associated characteristics. This deviation 
presents a contradiction of Hearn’s (2012) perspective, which tends to depict 
hegemonic masculinity as rigid and fixed – aligning more closely with 
traditional feminist theory and practice – rather than flexible and unfixed. 
This rigid view may imply that scholars, public authorities, and society may 
overlook or neglect the possibility that men, like women, can also be victims 
of violence and abuse within heterosexual relationships (Joseph-Edwards & 
Wallace, 2020; e.g., Schwab et al., 2016). The men’s narratives in this study, 
viewed from the perspective of epistemic injustice, imply that there are 
alternative motives for achieving structural change, as the men can be 
assumed to seek a more inclusive perspective. This perspective aligns with 
what Fricker (2007) advocates, namely, a developed and inclusive approach 
to knowledge production and a questioning of power structures that 
perpetuate epistemic injustices. 
 
Fricker’s (2007) epistemic injustice in this context is applicable as it pertains 
to someone or some individuals not being regarded as knowledgeable or 
credible, resulting in their exclusion from epistemic practices based on who 
they are or are perceived to be. Public authorities’ epistemic marginalisation 
of men appears as a component of social injustices, with one party deemed 
less credible (Fricker, 2007, 2018). Men’s narratives reveal this social 
injustice, especially in their perceptions of how institutions handle domestic 
conflicts. These institutions establish unequal power dynamics based on 
prevailing gender assumptions regarding IPV. Several men’s narratives 
reflect this perception and show how Fricker’s concept can be used in 
analysis of their experiences and realities. 
 
Mikael verbalises that men are not always believed or seen as credible when 
expressing what they have endured. In terms of Fricker’s (2007, 2018) 
testimonial injustice within the epistemic injustice, the participating men do 
not receive the benefit of the doubt. Instead, the men encounter a form of 
questioning characterised by negative identity prejudice related to their 
gender in the context of IPV. The experiences of testimonial injustice can 
also be linked to hermeneutic injustice, indicating an injustice in the inability 
to verbalise and comprehensively communicate one’s experiences 
effectively. In the case of these men, this arises from a lack of suitable 
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vocabulary to articulate their experiences in a manner that others can fully 
comprehend and put into context. The hermeneutic injustice can be 
discerned in Mikael’s narrative when he reflects on his challenges when 
seeking help and communicating his experiences. 
 

“But, just to feel that they always think that as a man, you’re guilty 
of hitting first, and then you’ve been hit afterwards. The feeling of 
not being believed. If you’re not good at speaking or putting words to 
what you’ve been through, […] because you often don’t talk about 
[…] your feelings, you don’t want to portray yourself as weak; you 
don’t want to show that you’re subjected to this.” (Mikael) 

In Mikael’s excerpt above, he expresses men are at a disadvantage within 
the context of IPV, as they are from the start always viewed as the 
aggressors, which falls within testimonial injustice. Men also lack the 
vocabulary to articulate their experiences. This deficiency subjects 
victimised men to hermeneutic injustice, as others do not judge them as 
capable of verbalising their experiences comprehensibly, significantly when 
their experiences deviate from established epistemic practices concerning 
gender and IPV construction. The men’s narratives show how they 
renegotiate with themselves how to articulate their experiences, making 
their stories fall within epistemic injustice, while being silenced due to their 
experiences deviating from the masculine gender identity and social 
structures of IPV (Fricker, 2007, 2018). 
 

A Place for Safety or Advantage? 
From the 21 narratives, four men – Axel, Noel, Oscar, and Ezio – describe 
the situation where their partner and child/ren are placed in a shelter for 
safety measures. These men believe their female partners have manipulated 
the available intervention measures for victimised women by presenting 
themselves and their child/ren as being in a state of fear, in need of help and 
placement at a women’s shelter.  
 
There are differences among these four narratives. Axel and Noel say that 
social services and the police listened to their versions of the events after 
their partners reported them to the police for abuse against them and their 
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child/ren, while Oscar and Ezio describe a different treatment from the 
public authorities handling their situations. Axel and Noel’s stories show 
that the involvement of social services leads to their partner and child/ren 
being placed in a women’s shelter for protection based on what Axel and 
Noel perceive as false accusations. Axel’s narrative reveals that, despite 
placing his partner and son in a shelter, authorities trust Axel and provide 
assistance in securing sole custody of the son. Although Axel’s story 
occurred 25 years ago at the time of the interview29, this experience has 
significantly impacted his life both during and since then.  
 
Noel describes how one particular social worker begins making home visits 
for the children without his knowledge, making him feel uncomfortable, 
which later intensifies when authorities place his partner and two children 
in a women’s shelter based on what he perceives as false grounds. During 
the social services investigation, social services conclude that the children 
are not afraid of Noel; therefore, nothing prevents him and the children from 
seeing each other. After initially receiving inadequate support from social 
services, over time, he is eventually believed by them. 
 
On the other hand, Oscar’s and Ezio’s stories depict how they experience a 
lack of holistic perspective and hasty conclusions from social services 
professionals. Further, Oscar and Ezio perceive the involved social workers 
as believing their partner’s stories without thoroughly investigating the 
situation. Moreover, these two men describe feeling that social services do 
not listen to them when they try to explain why their partners falsely accused 
them. Their narratives show these men’s resistance towards the safety net 
developed for women who are victims of IPV, and their perception that their 
partners use the system as a tool to gain advantage in their ongoing custody 
disputes. 
 
In the incidents, Noel’s reactive behaviour is verbal, which differs from how 
Axel describes his actions. Axel expresses that his partner initiated verbal 
and physical violence and abuse, to which he reacts with slaps to make her 
stop. Additionally, Axel reports his partner to the police for taking their son 
without permission. Ezio also files a complaint, for defamation, against his 

 

29 The interview was conducted in late summer of 2019. 
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partner from his second destructive relationship. The fourth man, Oscar, 
perceives his partner as the primary aggressor, which worsens during his 
partner’s pregnancy and after their daughter’s birth, and he describes his 
own behaviour as passive-reactive, mainly to protect their daughter from 
being caught in the ‘crossfire’. 
 
The common denominator in these four narrated experiences can be 
identified as legal and administrative abuse, as described by Tilbrook et al. 
(2010) and Machado et al. (2017). The reason for this identification is 
because the men believe their partners take advantage of society’s 
established safety net available to women subjected to IPV. These four 
narratives collectively portray their partners using shared children as tools 
to undermine these men’s legitimacy as fathers. The men see that their 
partners achieve their endeavours, and the women often seem to gain 
strength from institutional bias in addressing IPV-related conflicts. These 
accounts emphasise the women as the primary aggressors, with the men’s 
responses being reactive. There is a palpable sentiment in their call for 
public authorities to recognise and validate that men can also be victims of 
abuse by female partners. Noel particularly exemplifies this sentiment, 
participating in the study out of concern that institutions often side-line 
female-perpetrated violence against men and expressing the hope that 
“someone in social services reads this and changes their approach and 
mindset; that’s a bonus” (Noel). These narratives demonstrate the men’s 
belief in the need for social services and the police to adopt a broader and 
more nuanced perspective on the already complex phenomenon of IPV. 
Furthermore, these men’s stories follow a discernible pattern – reflecting a 
sense of mission, a yearning to share their experiences, and a quest for 
acknowledgement, all sentiments that motivate their participation in this 
study. 
 

Unequal Power Dynamics and False Accusations 
These four narratives that describe women and children placed in women’s 
shelters highlight the men’s consistent feelings of unjust treatment and their 
scepticism toward allegations of violence and abuse. The women report to 
social services that the men commit certain acts against them and their 
children, and the men believe that being falsely accused of actions they did 
not commit has significant negative consequences for their mental, physical, 
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and social well-being. Additionally, the men’s accounts suggest that social 
services initially doubt the men’s claims of innocence and place the women 
and children in protective care without conducting thorough investigations 
or follow-up questioning. The men claim that public authorities’ 
involvement in the conflicts between men and women set up an unequal 
power imbalance between the sexes. The men perceive the women to be at 
an advantage, because they are believed and placed in a women’s shelter 
with the children, even though, according to the men’s narratives, they do 
not need protection. 
 
Furthermore, the men express that their female partners exploit this 
established safety net to gain tactical advantages in subsequent custody 
disputes. By being in shelters, these women can frame the men as absent or 
abusive fathers, complicating the men’s efforts to argue for custody rights 
effectively. However, placing the (abusive) women in protected housing can 
also be seen as protecting the (vulnerable) men, but based on the men’s 
accounts, the women use this arrangement as a tool to harm the men further 
and distance them from their children. This placement is more a matter of 
legal and administrative abuse than a case of indirect protection for the men. 
The women’s strategic use of protective measures in custody battles 
illustrates how legal and administrative systems can be manipulated, 
impacting men’s parental rights and relationships with their children (Bates 
& Hine, 2023; Hine & Bates, 2023; Tilbrook et al., 2010). 
 
The consequences for the men from what they perceive as false accusations, 
manifest in various ways, such as, sleep problems, physical conditions 
caused by stress like difficulties chewing and swallowing, vomiting, being 
on sick leave, job changes or unemployment, anxiety, and depression. Noel 
is diagnosed with an NPD (neuropsychological disorder) in his early years 
and experiences stronger feelings of anxiety and depression in connection 
with his victimisation, as he believes he was falsely accused of assaulting 
his wife and children, which caused him stress and eventually to become 
unemployed. Noel recounts how his wife, Zola, becomes verbally degrading 
and physically violent towards him after the birth of their second child. One 
day he returns to an empty home and later learns that authorities placed Zola 
and the children in a women’s shelter due to accusations of him being 
violent, controlling and stalking her, which he describes as being fabricated.  
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When I come home, the flat is empty. I mean, they’re not there. The 
bed linens are gone. Clothes are gone, everything. I got home around 
half past four. And I’m like, “Oh my God! She’s actually taken the 
kids and left somewhere.” The first thing I do is to call some of her 
friends. No, they haven’t seen or heard from her. And then I call the 
police, and they say, “Well, no, we can’t do anything; it has to be 24 
hours” or whatever it was. Alright, okay. I try calling social services 
and they don’t answer. At half past five in the evening, I get a phone 
call from social services saying they’ve taken Zola, my ex-wife, and 
the kids and placed them in a shelter… because there had been 
violence. […] “Yes,” I said, “there has been violence towards me, and 
I’ve told you many times, but you do nothing.” And no, that I had 
been violent towards Zola and that the kids were scared of me. (Noel) 

Noel continues describing how locating Zola and the children to a shelter is 
a way to limit his interaction with the children in case of a future custody 
hearing. Noel agrees to supervised visitation, and when the supervising 
social worker states the children do not appear to be afraid of him and she/he 
can leave him alone with the children, Noel opposes her/him leaving. He 
avoids being alone with the children, fearing someone might use it against 
him in a future custody hearing. Zola files for divorce and sole custody, and 
Noel agrees to the divorce, but opposes her getting sole custody due to her 
past threats of taking the children and leaving Sweden.  
 

But yeah, that’s how she went on, arguing and arguing. Then she 
takes the kids and leaves, saying, “You’ll never see them again.” She 
did that a lot when arguing, threatening to make sure I’d never get to 
see the kids, never to talk to them, and so on. And there were these 
threats, threats, threats, all the time. […] It made me incredibly sad 
that someone could do that, not just to me, but to the kids. (Noel) 

These threats are regular; Zola is verbally abusive. Noel’s parents, on 
occasion, prevent Zola from leaving with the children, which later is brought 
up in the divorce settlement and custody matter in court, and they now share 
custody. Though their relationship has ended, Noel feels Zola continues to 
degrade him verbally and uses the children to harm him, a form of separation 
violence and abuse. This ongoing conflict raises his stress level, 



Narratives with a Message  
 

 
170 

significantly impairing his ability to concentrate and function effectively at 
work and exacerbating his NPD, further compromising his ability to 
maintain stable employment.  
 
Axel also recounts how false assault allegations affected him so that he 
could not perform his job responsibilities, and he was eventually demoted 
due to absenteeism and difficulty concentrating. Axel also perceives his 
partner Signe’s allegations as false, and he is defenceless. He relates the 
events, expressing surprise at the effect on his entire life for the past 25 
years. 

 
Yes, so it has certainly affected me. Somewhere… I’m a bit surprised. 
I’m so damn affected by this. Because it means that somewhere it’s 
still in my body. […] She has put me in a situation… and maybe that’s 
also what makes…. Where I get a lot, a lot, a lot of accusations against 
me, and I have no possibility to defend myself or explain myself or 
sort this out. So, I have the whole burden on me, in a way. [sighs] 
And it has been so damn intense. I mean, all these reports and… yeah, 
when she was arrested by the police. Then she said this, that she was 
completely convinced that… she said that I was a dangerous person. 
[…] even though I hadn’t done anything yet, but she could see that I 
was a dangerous person on the verge of hurting her and our son. 
[sighs] No, so this is so bizarre so that I can’t…. It’s… I don’t know 
how to handle it; I don’t know what to say. (Axel) 

Thereafter, Axel’s life revolves around getting his son back after Signe is 
placed in a shelter for the third time during their relationship. Earlier, Signe 
‘disappears’ twice for a few days or weeks without his knowing. The first 
time Signe is placed in a women’s shelter, she files a police report against 
Axel for abuse, which he describes as being on false grounds, and shortly 
after, he receives a letter containing an ultrasound image followed by the 
words that he is to be a father. So, they live together again, Axel believing 
everything is fine, until he discovers Signe has reported him to the police 
for child abuse on nine charges, and she and their son go into a women’s 
shelter. Signe agrees for Axel to see their son, but only in the presence of a 
third party, but the situation is uncertain since she has not yet found an 
appropriate contact person. Axel remembers being willing to agree to any 
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terms just to be able to see his son. Thus, the conditions are for Signe to be 
present and the meeting takes place at an address where men with abusive 
backgrounds are able see their children under supervision. 
 
Next, the social services provide a flat for Signe and their son after their time 
at the shelter. He and Signe actually resume an intimate relationship despite 
living separately, and the arrangement about him seeing his son progresses 
well. Then, on his son’s birthday, when Axel is to meet him at Signe’s, he 
discovers no one is home. This discovery triggers a sense of déjà vu as he 
recalls Signe’s past disappearances. ”And then I sat there, on this fence 
waiting, and thought, ”Damn, has she run away again?” And so, she had.” 
Axel reports Signe to the social services and the police, and he discovers 
that another women’s shelter houses Signe and their son, in a different city. 
Axel’s narrative continues with his struggle to locate his son without 
knowing where he was, as neither social services nor the police know Signe 
and his son’s whereabouts. Later Axel finds out that Signe has changed her 
and his son’s names, when Signe is arrested and there is an interim hearing 
for custody. 
 
The resolution of Axel’s custody dispute, culminating in the Court of Appeal 
granting him sole custody, marks a significant turn in his long struggle for 
parental rights. However, the journey Axel describes, fraught with false 
accusations and perceived institutional biases, underscores the systematic 
challenges that go beyond his own case. His narrative sheds much light on 
the broader context of epistemic injustices faced by men subjected to 
female-perpetrated IPV and custody disputes, where societal and gender 
norms often undermine men’s experiences and testimonies. Axel’s 
perceived lack of support from the authorities highlights the need for a more 
equitable approach to handling such sensitive matters. Despite Axel’s 
eventual legal victory, the continued conflicts and complaints up until Signe 
terminates contact with their son reflect the enduring impact and complexity 
of navigating parental relationships within the framework of the legal and 
administrative systems. Axel’s story emphasises the importance of re-
evaluating current practices to ensure fairness and justice for all parties 
involved, particularly in safeguarding the well-being of children caught 
amid these disputes.   
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Noel’s and Axel’s significant and challenging journeys toward achieving 
justice and maintaining a relationship with their children, are not isolated. 
Oscar is another man whose life, and physical and psychological well-being, 
has been adversely impacted by systemic issues. Oscar’s partner, Aimée, 
and their daughter are relocated to a women’s shelter, because Oscar is 
accused of sexually abusing his daughter. Oscar believes the social workers 
mishandle the investigation into Aimée’s accusations, which he says are 
false, due to their reliance on outdated theories, which in his opinion no 
longer effectively function in the system. Institutions contribute to an 
unequal power dynamic between men and women, as in perpetuating a 
continued narrative of victimised women and aggressive men. His 
storytelling reveals that the system needs to change by listening to what 
people say and how they say it. Oscar also describes how institutions should 
not rely so much on theories, because theories cannot make decisions since 
there is no universal theory that fits everyone. He believes that “it is not 
about theories, it’s about people” (Oscar), and people are unique, and 
decisions should be based on their unique situations and not theories. To be 
able to do so, he underscores that it is crucial to understand and listen to 
them – the people – before making a decision that could devastate everyone 
involved. 
 
Ezio has similar regard for social workers’ competence when handling 
significant issues related to gender biases and investigating allegations of 
child sexual abuse. His partner, Saidy, falsely accuses him of sexually 
abusing their son, which leads to social services relocating Saidy and their 
son to a women’s shelter, and Ezio is involuntarily separated from his son. 
Ezio perceives this to be a direct result of gender biases within the system, 
where authorities assume male guilt in IPV scenarios. Saidy also alleges 
sexual abuse of an unrelated teenage girl, which Ezio describes as a way to 
complicate the situation further and to diminish his credibility with the 
social workers. The girl’s mother later contests these allegations. Ezio sees 
the manipulation and strategy of Saidy to fortify her position with the 
authorities while simultaneously discrediting his version of events. 

 
Ezio views Saidy’s behaviour as deceitful and exploitative, particularly 
egregious, because she attempts to reinitiate sexual relations with him after 
their separation and while she and their son are in protective care. This 
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behaviour can be recognised as manipulative control, often used in legal and 
administrative abuse (e.g., Bates, 2020a; Entilli & Cipolletta, 2016; 
Machado et al., 2017). This manipulative control aligns with Giorgio’s 
(2002) concept of definitional hegemony, because Saidy’s narrative, 
according to Ezio, is given precedence, since it portrays the conventional 
image of men as aggressors and women as victims, while effectively 
silencing Ezio’s side of events once he attempts to tell his story to the 
authorities. 

 
This manipulation by Saidy also aligns with Fricker’s (2007, 2018) concept 
of epistemic injustice, where Ezio’s difficulty in articulating his experiences 
highlights a significant gap in how male victims of IPV are perceived and 
treated. The lack of a developed vocabulary to describe such experiences 
further marginalises his narrative, leaving him uncertain and fearing what 
will or may come. This uncertainty may contribute to falsely accused men 
beginning to question their masculine identity with respect to the norms 
circling IPV (e.g., Hine & Bates, 2023; Rawcliffe, 2023). Despite Ezio and 
Saidy’s divorce, she proposes continuing their sexual relationship, to which 
he initially agrees, though soon he starts to feel uncomfortable and repulsed 
by these encounters, complicating his emotional detachment from the 
relationship and the abusive dynamics. 
 

I can say this, because I was used to having that sexual encounter, so 
I thought, “Okay, I’ll give it a try.” On one occasion when I went 
there, she was alone. […] and we’re going to have sexual intercourse. 
Can you understand me correctly if I say it like this; we did it, but it 
disgusted me. I had no feelings; it was just raw sex. I think I was 
impotent for two years. Do you understand me? I developed disgust, 
because it was the best medicine to get rid of the sexual feelings in 
me. I felt sick…. (Ezio) 

Ezio narrates how this sexual encounter with Saidy becomes the definite 
ending of their intimate relationship, and the experience influences his 
masculinity, leading to impotence, which he interprets as a loss of self. A 
man’s sexuality often holds a strong connection to their gender identity, and 
when his sexuality is negatively affected, it can have profound consequences 
for his gender identity (Meth, 2009, 2014). Based on Ezio’s descriptions of 
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his experiences and his self-identification as having become impotent, it is 
possible to understand this gradual and subtle transformation in his 
masculine identity, leading him to enter into a different state of being. Ezio’s 
account links back to masculinity in transition, due to how his identity alters 
in this new form of encounter with Saidy. What transpires in his narrative 
aligns with Thomassen’s (2016) characterisation of a state in-between, often 
referred to as betwixt and between. This state suggests an existence that is 
“nameless, timeless and socially ‘unstructured’, existing in a floating state 
of being” (p. 92, quotation marks in original). Within this state, Ezio can 
begin to navigate the path toward a new identity that has more stability and 
some degree of normalcy (Thomassen, 2016). Although the other three men 
do not describe losing their sense of self in the same way as Ezio, their 
narratives demonstrate a significant impact on their roles as fathers when 
they are accused of fabricated actions. These experiences, combined with 
the disorienting feeling of being left in the dark, push them into a state of 
limbo, heightening the already overwhelming uncertainty in the whirlwind 
of legal and administrative abuse as discussed by Bates and Hine (2023), 
Hine and Bates (2023), and Tilbrook et al. (2010). 
 
Justice and Identity Despite False Accusations 
Unequal power dynamics and the distressing reality of false accusations 
impact these men’s journey toward fair and just treatment and their intricate 
process of redefining their identity. Their struggles against systemic 
challenges within legal and administrative frameworks underscore the 
personal turmoil and identity transformation that ensues as they navigate 
these adversities. Noel, Axel, Oscar, and Ezio believe social services treat 
them unfairly when their female partners falsely accuse them of abuse or 
violence. These men perceive that their partners leverage the support system 
designed to protect women and children from abuse, to their own advantage 
in custody disputes (e.g., Bates & Hine, 2023; Hine & Bates, 2023).  
 
The women choose to leave their homes, intend to continue exerting control 
over the men, even after the intimate relationship is over. For the women to 
be placed in shelters with their children is perceived by the men as a strategy 
of their partners to gain custody of the children, while the men have no 
contact with their child/ren during the protective placement. This type of 
extended control and power that the women have gained over the men, on 
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false grounds, has significant impact on their mental, physical, and social 
well-being, including anxiety, depression, job loss, and health issues. 
 
These men argue that social services and other authorities perpetuate 
outdated gender norms, resulting in an unequal power dynamic and a lack 
of thorough investigations. Applying identity power to interpret these men’s 
experiences, gives the women’s narratives interpretative precedence where 
the women do not encounter the same scepticism or inquisitorial approach 
as the men. The women’s exercise of power can be considered a form of 
reversed social gender power; here, the men’s narratives are treated as 
imaginary, and thus, testimonial injustice takes place (Fricker, 2007, 2018). 
This situation aligns with previous research that suggests men seeking help 
often face assumptions of being the aggressor, and their experiences are not 
taken seriously by social authorities (Berger et al., 2016; Douglas et al., 
2012; Westmarland et al., 2021).  
 
Further, these men’s narratives illustrate the critical issue of a systemic bias 
that automatically positions women as victims and men as aggressors 
without thorough investigation or considering the men’s side of the story, 
leading to significant negative consequences for the accused men, and 
possible manipulation to the women’s advantage in custody disputes (Bates 
& Hine, 2023). These narratives raise crucial questions about the adequacy 
and fairness of the current system and its ability to assess accurately and 
respond fairly to complex situations of IPV (Douglas et al., 2012; Sorenson 
& Taylor, 2005). The excerpts underscore there can be no reliance on 
prevailing gender norms. The men’s narratives suggest that a more thorough 
and balanced investigation is needed in all IPV cases to ensure fair treatment 
and avoid the risk that professionals exercise reversed social gender power 
(e.g., Fricker, 2007, 2018; Giorgio, 2002). Lastly, the narratives highlight 
the lack of support and resources available to men who find themselves in 
these situations, which also aligns with previous research that shows men 
subjected to female-perpetrated IPV often do not know where to turn and 
are not taken seriously by professionals (Bates, 2019b; Bates, 2020a, 2020b; 
Bates et al., 2018). The systemic lack of knowledge about male victims 
points to a need for more resources and support for men subjected to 
violence, abuse, and allegations by their female partners. Because of public 
authorities’ lack of trust in men’s narratives, men tend to address their 
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situations independently, which does not always lead to positive outcomes 
(Rawcliffe, 2023). The inclination to handle one’s situation on one’s own 
may stem from the fact that men are unaware of where to seek help and 
support for their predicaments. The reason why men do not know where to 
receive help, may be that stories flourish that men do not get support, men 
encounter mistrust, men are perceived as the primary aggressor, or men are 
not explicitly informed that they can receive support similar to women 
subjected to IPV (Bates et al., 2022; Hines & Douglas, 2022; Taylor et al., 
2022; Wallace & Brooks Obe, 2022). 

 
These narratives also describe the women’s exploitation of the support 
systems created primarily for the needs of victimised women. The men 
believe that the women, who have been violent towards them, manipulate 
societal norms and assumptions to exercise power and control. The women 
manipulate men’s masculinity and society’s stereotypical image of men as 
physically stronger and larger. This behaviour can be interpreted in terms of 
what Giorgio (2002) defines as definitional hegemony, in that the men’s 
partners’ narratives receive interpretative precedence. When women, even 
indirectly, use definitional hegemony, the men’s narratives appear to lose 
their significance, being silenced and rendered invisible. This invisibility 
results not only from the women’s exercise of power, but also from the 
perceived manipulation on the part of the authorities. The men feel treated 
unfairly due to a swift and successful manipulation, in which authorities turn 
to exercising identity power. The result is the men sense a loss of voice 
(Machado & Matos, 2022; Mackay et al., 2022; Westmarland et al., 2021). 

 
Consequently, the opportunity is lost for men to articulate their experiences 
and the relationship events through definitional dialogue with the different 
authorities. The sense of not being able to articulate their experiences 
reinforces the perception among men that the societal debate on IPV 
prioritises women’s narratives, resulting in an epistemic injustice regarding 
what is considered knowledge and how it is shaped based on a specific 
perspective on gender and IPV (Fricker, 2007, 2018). The men’s narratives 
depict a situation of being belittled and silenced by social authorities, as their 
voices are not given the same weight as women’s voices. This treatment 
indicates that the men might experience a form of negative gender prejudice, 
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which has the power to send men into limbo where they try to navigate their 
identity and perhaps also the male gaze. 

 

Narratives as Devices of Self Directives 
Three of the men interviewed are found guilty of having exerted violence or 
abuse towards another person, both gross violations of women’s integrity30 
and of obstructing a civil servant (e.g., police officer)31. The fact that they 
have been convicted, but are still willing to participate in a study about men 
exposed to violence, calls for some explanation.  
 
One research strategy could have been to exclude them from the study, 
because of the uncertain impact these narratives can have on the validity. 
Excluding some narratives implies that the study is of ‘clear-cut cases’ in 
terms of unified roles as victims or perpetrators. The other strategy is to 
include them, which is done here, and take these interviews as riddles to be 
answered, thereby accepting the fuzziness and overlapping meanings and 
intertwined roles that can also occur in IPV. This pathway could eventually 
turn out as a choice of critical cases whose delineation could say something 
important for these narratives and their corresponding experience in more 
comprehensive terms than just about these three men. First, it is necessary 
to clarify that two men claim innocence and assert they are wrongfully 
convicted based on false allegations by either the judiciary system or a 
previous partner. The third man explicitly acknowledges his conviction 
which results from the actions he was accused of and accounted for in court.  
  

 

30 Gross violation of women’s integrity has an explanation in chapter three Assembling the Maze of 
Knowledge, in the section Muddled Thinking or Clear Definitions of Social Difficulties.  
31 The offence obstructing a civil servant is a crime that is punishable by law. Depending on the severity 
of the offence, the offender can be subjected to a fine or imprisonment. Generally, obstructing a civil 
servant involves interfering with the performance of their duties, such as, preventing them from carrying 
out their job or providing false information. It can also include intimidating or threatening a civil servant 
or using physical force to prevent them from doing their job (Swedish Criminal Code) (Brottsbalk, 
1962:700, kap.17; SFS, 2022:1519). 
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Convicted While Claiming Innocence 
Adam and Viola are in a long, ongoing custody dispute regarding their 
daughter, and Adam has become aware that Viola accused him of sexually 
abusing his daughter, which he claims is false. Viola’s filing of accusations 
and complaints right before a custody hearing seems to “follow common 
patterns in custody disputes, beatings, sex… sexually abusing my daughter, 
those traditional parts” (Adam). Her allegations never go anywhere, and he 
maintains he is innocent. 

 
Adam’s narrative also tells how his daughter runs away from Viola to escape 
abuse and violence. When he obligingly informs the involved authorities 
about his daughter’s whereabouts, Adam learns that Viola has reported their 
daughter as kidnapped, with him unlawfully depriving his daughter of her 
liberty, even though she voluntarily fled from her mother and documented 
her escape route. Despite Adam appeals for an injunction, the police arrive 
to execute an enforcement order, and when Adam attempts to show his 
pending appeal in court, the police officers refuse to acknowledge this and 
act dismissively towards him. 

 
And they refuse to listen, they refuse to read32… I present the papers 
with the information. They forcefully pull [daughter’s name] down 
from the bed, using quite a bit of force, since she had tied herself to 
the bed. She had some kind of idea. She screams, custody! […] That’s 
when I stood up from outside [her room], and said, “Well, I need to 
go in and talk to her and calm this down, so that… you can’t use force 
on her, she’s a child, and so she’ll come voluntarily.” Then I hear, 
“Now we take him down.” That’s when they kick my legs out from 
beneath me. If they do that to you, then you shift your upper body, 
right? Trying to regain your balance. Well, that’s enough for you to 
be convicted of obstructing a police officer. So, I’m convicted of 
violent assault against a police officer.” (Adam)   

 

32 Adam tries to get them to read the court order that his lawyer requested a stay (inhibition) and appealed 
the custody case to the Court of Appeal. (Adam’s interview) 
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Adam consistently maintains his innocence about all the charges brought 
against him; the obstruction of a police officer is based on a 
misunderstanding, as he only struggled to regain his balance after the 
officers attempted to take him down while incorrectly forcing his daughter 
to return to Viola. Adam believes that his wrongful conviction has had a 
detrimental impact on his business and the ongoing custody dispute.  

 
Saleh also discloses a conviction despite claiming his innocence, in his case, 
complicity in a drug-related offence in his late teens before his two 
relationships which he describes as destructive, abusive, and violent. Shortly 
after serving his sentence, he meets Ciwan, who turns out to have the habit 
of consuming drugs and alcohol. After about one and a half years of initial 
verbal, emotional, and psychological abuse, Ciwan’s behaviour becomes 
physically violent. Her threats include killing him and reporting him to the 
police for assault and rape, particularly if he attempts to end their 
relationship. 

 
Moreover, Saleh describes being humiliated, belittled, and violated by 
Ciwan, making him feel like a failure, powerless and resigned, especially 
since he struggled to help Ciwan and create a better life for her with him. 
Her physical violence became evident on his body, and he began practising 
Thai boxing to justify the bruises. During the interview, Saleh also recounts 
that his thoughts wander off when he feels powerless and resigned. 

 
I was so powerless! And just being so powerless made me so angry. 
Sometimes, I was completely paralysed. This paralysis lasted a few 
months, but eventually, I started getting angry, getting furious. I 
thought, “Why am I putting up with this? I mean, I’m stronger than 
her.” […] Then you start speculating to yourself. “No, next time I’ll 
hit back. Next time she does it, I’ll do it. Next time she does it, I’ll do 
it.” And every time I ended up there, I didn’t do a damn thing! It was 
just, take it, take it, take it. (Saleh) 

This excerpt illustrates that Saleh feels paralysed in dealing with Ciwan’s 
violent acts, just trying to walk away. According to Saleh, in the worst 
conflict he reacts to Ciwan’s violence by giving her a slap. He explains that 
his slap is more of a lighter touch with his fingertips that brushes her cheek, 
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and that the slap serves as a form of self-defence against her actions, in an 
attempt to make her stop and realise what she is doing. 

 
Six months later, Saleh tries to break up with Ciwan, and then Ciwan carries 
out all her earlier threats of accusing him of assault and rape. Saleh 
emphasises Ciwan’s allegations are false and he can refute them. He is 
arrested and later charged with gross violation of Ciwan’s integrity and 
serves one year and ten months in prison. In the meantime, Ciwan secures a 
contact ban against him. Although Ciwan applies for the ban, she continues 
to try to visit him during his furlough, and he claims to have refused to 
engage with her. 
 
Saleh perceives that society finds it easier to acknowledge women’s 
victimisation than men’s in IPV situations. He admits that recognising 
women’s experiences is positive, but argues that societal authorities might 
overlook other groups subjected to different dimensions of violence. Saleh 
indicates there can be a narrow-minded perspective among professionals, as 
expressed by most participating men, in that these attitudes may perpetuate 
inequality within the social safety nets designed to counteract, prevent, and 
support victims of IPV. Saleh’s opinion touches the concept of definitional 
hegemony and dialogue, where authorities and the judiciary system give 
interpretative precedence to a competing narrative, effectively silencing and 
rendering his own experiences invisible. At the time, Saleh responds to this 
with what can be interpreted as testimonial injustice; his experiences 
contradict the conventional image and knowledge framework of IPV. 
Furthermore, both Saleh and Adam are made to feel invisible, leaving them 
without agency and paralysed in limbo, which occurs when authority figures 
question their identities as men and fathers due to their stories and 
experiences differing from traditional notions of IPV and gender roles 
(Fricker, 2007, 2018; Hellgren et al., 2015; Migliaccio, 2001, 2002). 

 

Convicted and Admitted his Actions 
Vincent, the third man convicted of a crime related to IPV, admits in court 
to gross violation of his partner Laura’s integrity and serves his sentence of 
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IDAP33 and pays damages. Unlike Adam and Saleh, Vincent confesses his 
wrong actions in court. His and Laura’s relationship is initially loving, but 
she starts treating him with worsening degradation after their daughter is 
born. Laura excludes Vincent from her and their daughter’s lives, ignores 
his suggestions regarding their daughter, and makes him feel marginalised 
and less as a father. 

 
Vincent senses that Laura distances herself from him, which affects his 
relationship with his daughter, mainly because Laura dictates what he can 
do and not do. He feels Laura dismisses him and gets annoyed when he 
questions why they have to do things a certain way. Vincent believes they 
could have avoided some arguments if Laura justified and explained her 
decisions. Before their daughter’s birth, Laura showed no concern about his 
wine intake, or at least he was unaware of any. He would have changed his 
behaviour if he had known about the concerns. Vincent senses that Laura 
chose to use this to marginalise him as a parent and partner, as she restricts 
his relationship with their daughter and forbids him to introduce new things 
to her, which he later discovers have been introduced by Laura and Laura’s 
mother, thereby reserving all new things with their daughter for themselves. 
 
Vincent describes an altercation with Laura after he returns from a trip with 
their daughter. Laura shows no interest and instead starts bickering and 
complaining. When Vincent tries to leave, Laura follows him screaming, 
which wakes up their daughter. They both go in their daughter’s room, he 
wants to say goodnight, and for that, Laura snaps at him, “You’re not 
supposed to be in here. You’re bothering us.” He leaves, but Laura chases 
after him, screaming and verbally disparagingly abusing him. Vincent marks 
this as his breaking point. Looking back, he feels that walking away from 
the situation would have been the wisest decision, but he does not. After 
leaving their daughter’s room, with Laura persistently berating him from 

 

33 IDAP stands for Integrated Domestic Abuse Programme. IDAP is a programme developed by the 
criminal justice system in England and Wales to address violent behaviours towards female partners. 
The programme emphasises understanding and disrupting the patterns of power and control through 
strategies, such as, violence avoidance, anger management, and effective communication. It is a group-
based programme with individual sessions grounded in social learning theory and the Duluth model – 
the power and control wheel. It has operated since 2004 and received accreditation in 2006 
(Kriminalvården, 2023). 
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one room to the next, Vincent struggles to maintain his composure, leading 
to an outburst to make Laura stop acting abusively towards him.  
 

I grabbed her and pushed her to the floor, and said, “Now you be 
quiet. This is not okay.” And then… she continued, and then I slapped 
her twice, and then it culminated in […] other unfortunate34 incidents 
that evening. […] And then I don’t remember exactly how it 
happened, but we went from the living room through the hallway and 
then into the bathroom. And there’s a water tap there, so I turn it on 
and then I put my hand under it, so it sprays all over the room with 
the intention of getting her wet, and then I took shaving foam and 
sprayed it on her head. (Vincent) 

According to Vincent’s account, his actions are a reaction to Laura’s 
degrading and exclusionary treatment towards him, over some time. In 
court, Vincent confesses his actions and acknowledges culpability, leading 
to his conviction for gross violation of Laura’s integrity. Laura obtains a 
contact ban, which does not apply to their daughter; however, Laura uses 
the contact ban to continue excluding him from their daughter’s life, just 
like before his conviction. At the time of the interview, Vincent and Laura 
are in an ongoing custody dispute, which continuously affects his life and 
his visitation rights with their daughter. One notable aspect of Vincent’s 
account is his perception of being involuntarily estranged as his daughter’s 
father, even before his conviction. Vincent also mentions that after being 
reported to the police for his actions towards Laura, he ceases consuming 
wine and all alcoholic beverages.  
 
These narratives provide a window into the intricate dynamics surrounding 
IPV, challenging established perceptions of men as victims of violence and 
abuse by female partners. The accounts not only shed light on the broader 
landscape of IPV, but also offer insights into the complexity faced by these 

 

34 During the interview, I ask Vincent to elaborate on what he means by ‘unfortunate incidents’, but he 
refers to the actions he talked about – spraying water, shaving foam, and pressing Laura on the floor 
while telling her to stop. If he meant additional things he or Laura did, there was no further elaboration, 
nor was anything added in the ‘respondent validation’ I did after transcribing the interview (Torrance, 
2012). 
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men in navigating the judiciary system and society. The men’s narratives, 
self-perceptions, and meaning-making are the keys to understanding their 
use of violence, and the action can be understood as self-defence. There is 
no position of ultimate truth from which to embark to talk about what 
actually happened and the chain of events. However, it is nevertheless 
important to understand how acts of violence can be embedded in a sequence 
and to look for how the pieces hold together in meaning-making narratives 
– not at least for getting clues on how to intervene and offer another way to 
go forward.  

 
I will now shift from viewing narratives as external devices used to navigate 
the judicial system and societal perceptions to seeing them as internal 
landscapes that carry the weight of lived experiences. The stories of 
conviction – whether they stem from struggles fought against false 
accusations or the acceptance of responsibility for one’s actions – serve as a 
backdrop to the analysis of how IPV is experienced, internalised, and 
embodied by men. Embodied Resistance Narratives thus offer an intimate 
understanding of the men’s struggles for recognition, not just in the eyes of 
the law or society, but within the personal journeys of these men as they 
seek to reconcile their experiences with their identities and lives.  

 

Embodied Resistance Narratives 
The analysis transpired unconsciously during the interviews, with the 
observation that all narratives implicitly revolved around an all-inclusive 
resistance narrative. Within this inclusive narrative, two sub-narratives 
emerged: enlightenment and rectification. These sub-narratives became 
increasingly explicit as the analytic process delved deeper. They have been 
found to convey a similar, yet distinct, message. Through the primary, 
inclusive narrative that emerges in men’s stories, it has been possible to 
identify a definitive superior narrative and altruistic motive: a yearning for 
recognition by public authorities. This yearning illustrates the men’s quest 
not only to articulate their experiences and seek help, but also underscores 
their struggle for acknowledgement in a system they perceive as biased in 
favour of women. Instead of receiving the recognition they seek, the men 
describe facing challenges that, to the men, represent institutional bias. 
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Enlightenment and Rectification Narratives 
In this study, 14 men express their desires through enlightenment narratives 
with the intention of assisting institutions in developing appropriate help and 
support for other men in similar situations. Typically, these narratives 
portray the experiences of men who perceive themselves as victims of 
violent and abusive behaviour from their female partners, highlighting the 
importance of recognising men’s vulnerability and victimisation and the 
crucial need for assistance in navigating abusive relationships. Importantly, 
these narratives also reflect a dual need: On the one hand, these men seek 
recognition for their experiences, aiming to raise awareness about men’s 
vulnerability to IPV and to advocate for acceptance of their stories without 
scepticism. On the other hand, they require support to be available in 
shaping these narratives.  
 
The initial step towards creating narratives of the self, especially when fully 
articulated narratives for the self are not readily available, involves being in 
a context where they can receive help to make sense of their experiences and 
find appropriate words and labels35. This context facilitates the formation of 
meaningful narratives, allowing these men to seek confirmation, not just for 
a fully completed and articulated narrative, but also for the process of 
narrative formation itself. This overarching pattern underscores the complex 
interplay between seeking recognition and validation for their stories and 
needing guidance in how to articulate their experiences and realities.  
 
This need for recognition and support in narrative formation transitions into 
a recurring theme across their stories: the challenge they face in having their 
stories and experiences questioned and met with scepticism that is 
influenced by the superior political narrative on IPV, as mentioned by Leo 
previously in this chapter. Among the men’s narratives, it is possible to 
decipher that their common perception is that when they attempt to enlighten 
authorities and society about their vulnerability and victimisation, they feel 

 

35 In chapter two Piecing the Paths Together, I elucidate the meanings of ‘narratives of the self’ and 
‘narratives for the self’. However, for the sake of clarity and succinct recollection, the following 
definitions apply: ‘narratives of the self’ refer to stories that articulate one’s identity, history, and future 
trajectory, while ‘narratives for the self’ comprise discursive narratives concerning the ways in which 
identities ought to and can be (re)shaped. 
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silenced. The narratives classified as enlightenment narratives have the 
purpose of making their experiences and realities matter, to effect change 
and demonstrate that being a victim of violence is not shameful. Another 
significant aspect of the enlightenment narratives is men’s collective 
yearning for their stories – their lived experiences and realities – to be 
acknowledged by society and to increase awareness of the needs of male 
victims of violence. While not explicitly stated in every man’s narrative, the 
aspiration for acknowledgement and awareness permeates each narrative in 
an implicit manner.  
 
Rectification narratives, on the other hand, focus on redressing perceived 
institutional injustices. The seven narratives in this category emphasise the 
need for support from social services, judiciary, and healthcare sectors. 
Some narratives may depict ambiguous experiences. Notably, the study does 
not aim to validate the veracity of each narrative, rather the study is of men’s 
recounted perceptions and experiences. Several of these narratives detail 
episodes where men feel unjustly accused of violence and abuse. Four men 
share how they believe false accusations lead to their partners and children 
being placed in women’s shelters. Another three have been convicted and 
served sentences; in these instances, one man admits to his actions in court, 
while the other two claim innocence and explain their actions as self-defence 
when feeling trapped in a dead-end position. Those whose families take 
refuge in women’s shelters due to false accusations consistently profess their 
innocence. These experiences encapsulate feelings of marginalisation and a 
sense of being overlooked or dismissed by public authorities and the 
judiciary system. Furthermore, such sentiments of being wronged by the 
system are echoed in 14 out of the 21 narratives (seven serving as 
rectification and seven severing as enlightenment narratives), even if their 
personal stories do not involve family placements in shelters or personal 
convictions for assault.  

 
Furthermore, the analysis indicates that these men have experienced 
violence, abuse, coercion, and controlling behaviour, making them victims 
of these negative actions. However, it is essential to differentiate between 
this analytical perception and the men’s self-perception. They might see 
themselves explicitly as victims of these behaviours, and their depiction 
highlights their subordination, which will be examined in chapter seven 
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Toxic Ties. Numerous narratives describe a sense of entrapment, with men 
accounting for feeling cornered into a subordinate position, irrespective of 
their actions or reactions. While not universally expressed, many narratives 
convey a message of subordination. The following chapters will further 
examine these situations, focusing on the societal implications for notions 
of masculinity, individual self-perception, and broader views on 
masculinity. 
 
All men participating in this study recognise a vulnerability to female-
perpetrated IPV, drawing from shared experiences that differ in intensity 
and detail. Their choices to engage in this research tie closely to these 
encounters and a perceived lack of trust or understanding from public 
authorities. While this primary reason for participation is discernible, it does 
not rule out the potential for other, less articulated, motivations. Within this 
framework of shared motives, there is a prevalent intention: to elevate and 
bring attention to their unique perspectives, particularly in the eyes of public 
authorities tasked with supporting vulnerable, victimised, and marginalised 
individuals. The consequences of experiencing female-perpetrated IPV, 
particularly its influence on male gender identity and overall life 
experiences, cannot be understated (cf. Joseph-Edwards & Wallace, 2020). 
The upcoming chapters Exploring the Spectrum of Violence, Toxic Ties, and 
Lost in Subordination will further back these perceived repercussions. 
Importantly, although many narratives revolve around shared themes, some 
introduce nuances, particularly when the stories intersect with legal 
dilemmas and consequences. 

 

***** 
 

Chapter Summary 
The chapter embarks on a journey to unravel the complexities of IPV with 
a focus on male victims, challenging the traditional discourse that 
predominantly categorises men as aggressors and not as victims. It 
scrutinises initial assumptions about male subordination in IPV scenarios, 
pushing the narrative beyond conventional gender stereotypes to shed light 
on the complex realities faced by male victims. Through the exploration of 
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men’s stories of violence from their female partners, the chapter articulates 
a deep-rooted yearning for societal and authoritative recognition and 
comprehension. These narratives not only question established gender roles 
within IPV, but also spotlight the systemic obstacles men encounter in 
expressing their experiences.  

 
The theoretical underpinning of the chapter calls for a re-evaluation of IPV 
narratives, advocating for an inclusive approach that acknowledges the 
complex interplay of power, victimisation, and gender roles. This re-
evaluation points to the challenges men face in articulating their 
experiences, compounded by societal disbelief and the absence of a relevant 
vocabulary, further marginalising male victims. The chapter also explores 
the narratives of men who have been convicted of assaulting their partners, 
unveiling the complex power dynamics and their quest for recognition. 
These accounts critically examine systemic biases against (as perceived by) 
male victims, highlighting the hurdles they face in asserting their 
victimhood within a discourse that predominantly focuses on female 
victims. 

 
Furthermore, the chapter reveals the personal motives behind men’s 
participation in the study, from seeking justice and truth to altering societal 
views on male victimhood in IPV. It underscores the necessity of bringing 
male victims’ experiences into the open and fostering a broader 
understanding, thereby stressing the importance of acknowledging these 
experiences to promote a more impartial and empathetic approach to IPV. 
This process involves disclosing these experiences and engaging in a more 
reflective examination and introspection in order to provide new insights 
(enlightenment) and to correct misconceptions (rectification) in the systemic 
challenges and societal biases that make male victims invisible. Men can 
face double victimisation, first from their abusive partners and then from 
societal norms that stigmatise their deviation from traditional masculine 
ideals, which emphasises the need for a re-evaluation of societal norms and 
assumptions surrounding IPV. 

 
The narratives from men whose female partners are placed in women’s 
shelters contribute significantly to this analysis, suggesting that policy 
adjustments may help to address biases against male victims and promote a 
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more nuanced understanding of IPV. By incorporating these experiences, 
the chapter underlines the importance of a careful investigation of IPV that 
includes the complexities of men’s experiences with institutional injustice, 
navigating gender identity, and the limbo state induced by systemic biases. 
 
In conclusion, this chapter offers an analysis of male victimisation and 
vulnerability in the IPV context, insisting on a departure from prevailing 
stereotypes towards an understanding that acknowledges the multifaceted 
nature of IPV affecting men. It highlights men’s desire to make their 
experiences matter, where they aspire to improve support for male victims 
of female-perpetrated IPV. The chapter spotlights a call for action for 
recognising and validating men’s experiences and realities as crucial steps 
towards an inclusive and comprehensive approach when addressing IPV. 
Drawing on the insights from this chapter, the next step is to delve further 
into the various dimensions of violence in the subsequent chapter; these are 
physical, psychological, sexual, and financial dimensions as detailed in the 
participating men’s narratives. 
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Exploring the Spectrum of Violence 
Violence for me is… it’s when you don’t… when you’re nasty and 
overpower someone else, in some sick way and devalue that person 
in different ways, like say things, hit. Yes, that’s violence! (Walter) 

Walter’s words demonstrate the difficulty in articulating the various 
dimensions of violence. Simultaneously, his statement conveys the impact 
of feeling trapped in an abusive relationship, where the violence he endures 
affects his well-being. Walter grapples with what constitutes violence, 
possibly because what violence is can stem from its diverse forms in 
intimate relationships, coupled with the victims not always recognising their 
experiences as violent. Lars reveals such a situation. 

 
It wasn’t like I had time to reflect, but it was tough, you know? I 
wondered, “How will I make sense of this?” I felt desperate […] 
trying to find help and understand this wasn’t right, but I don’t 
know… how much I tried to unravel, understand, and look at it. […] 
No, but I’ve come to understand how it all fits together now [years 
after the relationship ended] in a way. It’s like the key components 
were just copy-pasted to create, you know, a reality, or Jade’s reality. 
(Lars) 

Lars narrates that, years after his relationship with Jade, he embarked on a 
protracted journey to comprehend the complexities of his past experiences. 
He endeavoured to articulate the nuances of these experiences, a task 
compounded by coming up with the appropriate language to convey them. 
This difficulty is crucial in understanding the meaning-making process, 
where Lars and other participating men struggle to articulate their 
experiences. Lacking words leads to the risk of Lars ending up in an 
emptiness, a void of uncertainty that jeopardises his identity. This quest for 
the right words and self-identity contributes to a broader existential vacuum, 
prompting questions about reality and masculinity.  
 
Lars’s use of a copy-pasting metaphor highlights the laborious process of 
constructing a reality, as Jade had manipulated reality during their 
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relationship. Interpersonal relationships have intrinsic complexity and 
obscured patterns of violence therein. These patterns, often invisible in real-
time, become clearer through reflection, underscoring the importance of this 
process in understanding the convoluted dynamics of violence within these 
relationships.  
 
These habits may not have been visible to the men as the violent actions 
unfolded. To understand men’s ways of producing knowledge and meaning 
about their experiences and discerning the patterns included in the 
relationships, it is expedient to look at the definitions and interpretations of 
what qualifies as violence from previous research on IPV. Several 
dimensions of violence have emerged from the men’s narratives, which will 
be delineated in the subsequent sections. Through these illustrations, the 
men’s narrated instances correlate with acts of violence within various 
primary categories of violence. The men’s narrations can be perceived as 
relationship patterns that potentially represent a structure of control, wherein 
psychological violence appears to have been predominant. 

 

***** 
 

More Than Meets the Eye  
Intimate partner violence is often primarily associated with physical acts. 
However, both previous research and practical social work have highlighted 
various dimensions of violence and abuse (Lundgren, 2004; Wästerfors, 
2016). The diversity of these dimensions becomes evident when an adjective 
precedes the term violence (Eriksson, 2010). By clearly defining these 
specific types of violence, violence becomes a spectrum of behaviours that 
include a wide range of actions. Johnson (2010) suggests that such actions 
often involve a superior party exerting power over a subordinate one. This 
power aims to influence the subordinate’s behaviour, self-perception, and 
relationships in ways that person would not typically choose. This study 
explores these dimensions without viewing them as fixed or final in their 
definitions. The goal is to remain open to identifying and defining other 
potential dimensions of violence as they arise. 
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Experienced Dimensions of Violence  
The exploration of male victims’ narratives uncovers a vast spectrum of IPV 
that transcends simple categorisation. There are various forms of abuse, each 
unique yet interconnected, painting a comprehensive picture of the 
complexity and dynamic nature of IPV. These narratives are organised into 
several dimensions of violence, a classification that, while instrumental for 
analysis, remains inherently flexible. This flexibility acknowledges the 
evolving landscape of IPV, where traditional definitions may not fully 
capture the nuanced realities victims face. The men’s efforts to articulate 
their experiences have functioned as guidelines when labelling the various 
dimensions of identified violence. This process has been marked by the 
men’s search for appropriate vocabulary to describe their suffering. Below, 
some of the dimensions will be presented, in no particular order. 

 
Psychological violence includes manipulation, emotional abuse, verbal 
attacks, exclusion (both during and after the relationship), emotional 
blackmail, jealousy, silent treatment, sleep deprivation, threats of false 
accusations, latent threats, and post-separation harassment. Notably, 
psychological violence also encompasses instances where the aggressor 
harms someone close to the victim, indirectly causing them pain and 
suffering. Within psychological violence, I have also identified what I term 
forced passivity, meaning that it is a stage where men feel compelled to 
remain inactive in the face of abuse directed at their child/ren, with their aim 
to prevent further escalation of violence.  

 
The men’s narratives report a range of physical violence, including but not 
limited to kicks, hits, pushes, bites, scratches, and the use of objects, such as 
knives, clothes hangers, mobile phones, flower pots, pebbles, and unopened 
sugar or flour bags, as weapons against them.  

 
Sexual violence is also mentioned within the narratives. This violence 
encompasses rape, sexual coercion, threats of infidelity, and actual 
infidelity, highlighting the profound violations of consent and bodily 
autonomy within these relationships.  
 
Material and financial violence is also identified. This dimension manifests 
through the destruction of property, including interiors and personal 
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belongings, crucial documents (e.g., bank papers, passports, etc.), and 
exerting control over the victim’s finances. The aggressor may also demand 
control over the victim’s income, incur debts in the victim’s name, sabotage 
the victim’s work and job opportunities, and even resort to extortion.  

 
Another dimension of violence, particularly noticeable when the narrators 
are fathers, is excluded fatherhood. This form of violence emerges 
particularly post-separation, and rarely while in the intimate relationship, 
where the men experience emotional estrangement from their child/ren. This 
dimension includes being marginalised from decision-making regarding the 
child/ren’s well-being, interference with visitation rights, and in extreme 
cases, the unauthorised removal of the child/ren by the mother, effectively 
excluding the father from the child/ren’s lives.  
 
These dimensions, derived from the men’s testimonies, serve not as static 
labels, but as a ‘living’ framework, adaptable to the intricacies of each 
account. This approach not only respects the diversity of IPV experiences, 
but also underscores the complexity of identifying and discussing such 
violence. The decision to avoid direct inquiries about specific dimensions of 
violence was to gain descriptions of what the men chose to share in their 
narratives about how they endured these experiences without influence from 
my interpretations. The men spoke of more than one dimension, regardless 
of not being asked. Most notably, psychological violence and its associated 
behaviours – emotional abuse, manipulation, and exclusion – emerge as 
pervasive elements, aligning with Stark’s (2007) theory of coercive 
control36. This theoretical perspective resonates with the men’s narratives, 
particularly highlighting the prevalence of psychological abuse and the 
enduring impact of parental estrangement. 
 
Furthermore, most dimensions of violence tend to overlap; thus, one type is 
not fully distinct from another, and they occur in a context where men do 
not use already established and accepted vocabulary about IPV (such as 
men’s violence against women). Identifying similarities to these classical 
definitions of violence makes their narratives understandable. This thesis 

 

36 I mentioned coercive control in chapter one Subjected to Something. 
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uses the definitions and descriptions of how the men narrate their 
experiences and what they describe to have encountered over the years. 
 
According to previous research, IPV is considered an individual act that is 
supposedly a hidden act from other family (e.g., not the nuclear family, but 
relatives), friends, and colleagues, mainly because it occurs in a private 
context and outside external control and transparency (Wästerfors, 2016). 
The violence that occurs in the private sphere of the home – encompassing 
not only physical acts, but also psychological abuse, sexual coercion, 
material and financial manipulation, and other forms of control – serves to 
(re)construct a power imbalance in an intimate relationship the moment it is 
communicated or exerted. Experiences of violence are subjective in their 
construction, and the meaning behind them varies for both the subordinate 
and superior subjects (e.g., Agevall, 2012; Wieviorka, 2003). Hence, there 
can be greater difficulty in identifying, recognising, and accepting that 
violence when the subordinate one is male, and the superior one is female.  

 
Previous research and practical social work show that IPV is extensive, 
causing severe physical and psychological consequences (Joseph-Edwards 
& Wallace, 2020). The effects of violence often lead to decision-making that 
significantly affects the individual’s life and safety and occasionally 
relationships with relatives (Hydén et al., 2016; Söderberg, 2010). Research 
has shown that men who experience IPV from women tend to experience 
coercion and control in their lives (Kestell, 2019; Rawcliffe, 2023; 
Westmarland et al., 2021).  

 
The analytical process clarifies the predominant dimensions of violence to 
be psychological, excluded fatherhood, forced passivity, physical, sexual, 
financial, and material. Furthermore, the narratives reveal that several 
dimensions of violence often intertwine, sometimes blurring the lines of 
what women have subjected men to. A less established vocabulary and 
limited social recognition of their powerlessness and vulnerability can make 
it harder for men to articulate their experiences with female IPV. The 
sections to follow focus on exploring the men’s experiences of 
psychological violence, physical violence, sexual violence, and financial 
and material violence. The dimension of excluded fatherhood and forced 
passivity will be further explored in the subsequent chapter of Toxic Ties 
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and in the sections Excluded Fatherhood May Cause Estrangement and 
Forced Passivity, mainly because these dimensions are primarily patterns 
associated with the aggressor’s behaviour. 
 

Psychological Violence Often Verbally Conveyed 
Verbal abuse occurs subtly and gradually and usually escalates and 
intensifies the longer it proceeds. Comparable to other dimensions of 
violence, verbal violence aims to gain control and power over the other 
person’s life and social network, often by isolating the subordinate (Evans, 
2010). In this study, however, verbal violence is also used to exclude men 
from the lives of their loved ones. It occurs in secret and leaves no visible 
signs for friends and family to detect. Additionally, this form of 
psychological violence can be strategically employed in public settings or 
in front of others to degrade the men further, compounding their feelings of 
worthlessness and insignificance. By belittling the men in such a manner, 
the abuser not only exerts control, but also publicly humiliates them, eroding 
their self-esteem and social standing and making them even more powerless 
and isolated. In this study, the men’s description of these experiences is 
defined as being excluded.   
 
Personal Narratives of Psychological Violence 
Leo, a man in his mid-thirties, experiences verbal abuse from his girlfriend, 
Jenny, throughout their relationship, and he describes how it affected his 
emotional state, since it contained threats of her being unfaithful. Jenny 
usually expressed these threats when partying and drinking with her friends, 
causing Leo to feel insecure and tense about whether she would act on her 
threats for real. Jenny also used other dimensions of violence, such as 
physical but Leo explicitly states that verbal, emotional, and psychological 
violence affect him significantly more. 

 
I still have scars, petty scars like. Otherwise, I haven’t received any 
physical wounds. That’s how it is… if a girl doesn’t use tools. It’s 
also a big difference in how much power you can muster. That’s the 
whole thing. I’m part of the idea that physical threat isn’t the worst, 
at least not for a man, I think. Because I know that if a woman doesn’t 
have any sharp tools or anything, I am not in that woman’s physical 
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violence in the same sense. So, I’m not helpless. So, the worst part, 
perhaps, isn’t fear of being injured, but the fact… the emotional 
[abuse] is more, that someone wants to do that to you, like, you 
know… I think the psychological [abuse] is worse. (Leo) 

In the excerpt, Leo describes the impact of the psychological and emotional 
abuse he suffered during the relationship with Jenny. This abuse, he asserts, 
is more detrimental than physical threats, stating “I’m part of the idea that 
physical threat isn’t the worst, at least not for a man  […] if a woman doesn’t 
have any sharp […], I’m not in that woman’s physical violence […]. So, I’m 
not helpless.” This statement reflects Leo’s awareness of the physical 
differences between men and women and his belief in his physical 
advantage as a man, which coincides with a societal perspective on 
masculinity, in that he is not rendered helpless.  

 
Further, Leo’s narrative aligns with societal gender norms and stereotypes, 
potentially undermining his credibility while also highlighting the 
challenges men face when verbally conveying their experiences in a manner 
that is comprehensible to others (Fricker, 2007, 2018; Giorgio, 2002; 
Rawcliffe, 2023). The awareness of gendered physical differences and the 
absence of a relatable vocabulary may perpetuate the marginalised position 
of men by society. This marginalisation risks placing men in limbo, where 
they struggle to define their identity and role given the ‘new’ reality 
introduced by their female partner. I argue that men in this liminal state 
actively, yet unconsciously, alter their masculine identity while they try to 
navigate through various forms of masculinity. Drawing on Thomassen’s 
(2016) concept of between and betwixt, I have observed that men seem to 
find the ability to reshape their masculinity into a new self while they are in 
this transformation process and eventually move beyond limbo (Dunkel, 
2000; Markus & Nurius, 1986).   

 
Challenges and Identity Transformation under Psychological Abuse 
The experience of verbal violence often evokes emotional and psychological 
consequences, like causing the men insecurity regarding their identity 
belonging. Most men’s stories reflect that psychological and verbal abuse 
feels worse than experiencing other forms of violence, such as physical, 
financial, and material. Verbal violence is identified as manipulative, 
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contributing to the diminution and belittling of the men’s identity while 
infusing them with uncertainty and insecurity in everyday life, as seen in 
Leo’s narrative. 
 
In Harry’s story, he identifies a manipulative side of his girlfriend Cassandra 
shortly after learning about her pregnancy. Cassandra told him, “I gotta go 
back to [country]. I was only supposed to be here [in Sweden] for two weeks 
to sort out my ID.” Given Cassandra’s situation, in hindsight, Harry sees an 
underlying pressure and the indirect threat of her moving back to her current 
country of residence, thus excluding him from his unborn child’s life, unless 
she could move in with him. Since they were expecting a child together, 
Harry agrees to Cassandra moving in with him, and that is when the 
relationship changes character. Harry depicts himself as responsible and 
looking forward to starting a family, despite noticing controlling and 
manipulative traits in Cassandra after just a few weeks together. 
Retrospectively, Harry acknowledges there were warning signs in 
Cassandra’s behaviour, but he did not identify them as control, abuse, or 
violence while in the relationship. 
 
According to Harry, a few months into the pregnancy, Cassandra needed to 
leave Sweden to renew her social insurance in her current residence country 
(no longer Sweden). Harry offered to accompany her so he could meet his 
future ‘in-laws’ and relatives of their child. Harry paid for everything during 
this visit, including an ultrasound to determine the baby’s gender. Despite 
Cassandra’s insistence that they were having a girl, the ultrasound revealed 
a boy. After this revelation, Cassandra’s behaviour changed negatively, 
accusing Harry of not wanting a boy. This accusation related to Harry 
mentioning that he could no longer afford to pay for everything. Eventually, 
Harry returned to Sweden without Cassandra, expecting her to return a week 
or two after him. Once he was back in Sweden, Cassandra announced that 
she was not planning to return and that he was not the baby’s biological 
father. 

 
[Cassandra] “No, I’m gonna stay here.” I just, “Yes, but when are you 
going to come home then?” She didn’t answer, and then just “No, it’s 
only my child.” I just, “Ok?” like, and then the next step. [Cassandra] 
“You’re not the baby’s father.” [Harry] “Ok, but who’s the father of 
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the baby then?” and then I remember the date of the pregnancy, which 
was her last period before we had even met. So, there was a chance 
that she had met someone else before me…. (Harry) 

Harry experiences emotional and psychological provocation with 
Cassandra’s words, “You’re not the baby’s father,” and this affects his 
identity as a future parent. During the following months, Harry describes 
feeling powerless and resigned, and uncertain about knowing if the child is 
his, which impacts his emotional well-being. He tries to move on with his 
life; until months after Cassandra ended their relationship, she texts Harry, 
stating that his son has been born. This text sends him into a new wave of 
emotions, the pain of exclusion during the pregnancy and most importantly, 
during the birth of his son. Harry’s story unveils a complex dynamic: he is 
denied his fatherly rights, then seemingly welcomed into fatherhood on 
Cassandra’s terms.  
 
Harry’s narrative is one of being pushed away according to Cassandra’s 
whims, without a sense of his own agency and being left in a shattered 
landscape of limbo and excluded fatherhood (e.g., Hine & Hine, 2022). 
Harry narrates that his ex-partner held power and controlled him by 
regulating his perceived proximity to his desired self. As shown in many of 
the men’s narratives, being cut off from their children’s lives causes 
psychological and emotional scars. Evans (2010) discusses the 
consequences of psychological and emotional abuse, highlighting the 
severity and impact of these verbal techniques on those subjected to them. 

 
Walter relates another dimension of psychological violence when he 
describes experiencing rapid shifts in the overall frame, mood, and meaning 
of a situation and the relationship, which made him more or less anxious on 
a habitual basis. Similar to Harry, Walter describes adapting to Amanda’s 
momentary sentiments and shifting moods. The relationship could quickly 
transition from being fantastic, filled with laughter and passionate moments, 
to unpredictable. Walter perceived Amanda’s behaviour as illogical, and she 
constantly accused him of various things. 
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It could be fantastic for like… three, four days. We had great sex, 
went on adventures, had lots of fun, and laughed a lot. It was so 
intense, so passionate…. It was a feeling of freedom. We both let 
loose a bit and had a lot of fun. But then something would always 
happen…. It always ended like that, after a good period. […] It was 
always like that. Things that just couldn’t be understood or logically 
explained… when she acted like that. It was impossible to 
understand, so I’d become completely…. “I don’t get it, Amanda! I 
don’t understand.” [Amanda] “You’re such a fucking idiot! Don’t 
you get it?” [Walter] “What am I supposed to get? I don’t understand 
what I’m supposed to get!” [Amanda] “You’re so slow! You’re not a 
man!” That’s how it was […] It could suddenly become, “Just go to 
hell! Get out of here!” […] It could happen like that if she didn’t like 
something I did or if I was tired and didn’t want to do something… 
she wanted. (Walter)  

Walter finds Amanda’s rapid changes in behaviour puzzling and struggles 
to find logical explanations for her actions, which Amanda does not seem to 
communicate. Walter continues to narrate that if he does not comply with 
Amanda’s demands, the result is trouble, and to avoid escalating behaviour, 
he gives in. For example, despite working the night shift and needing sleep, 
Amanda insists they shop at a large mall in another city a long drive from 
home. Walter does not recall promising anything, because of working and 
finishing in the morning of the day Amanda wants to leave.  
 

Then something like this could happen, for example, she liked [name 
of the city] a lot, so she would say, “I want to go to [the name of the 
mall] on Friday.” And I would say, for example, on Monday, I 
remember very well once when she said, “Can’t we go there on 
Friday?” and I was working the whole week except Friday, and I 
would finish Thursday’s night shift on Friday morning. So, I said, 
“Amanda, it’s probably not going to work. I’m working the whole 
week and then finishing [on Friday morning]. I’ll be completely 
drained, so I don’t think so. I can’t promise you anything.” And then 
I dropped it. But then, when I came home [laughs loudly] on Friday 
morning, she was standing there prepared. [Amanda] “Can we go 
now?” [Walter] “But I didn’t promise.” [Amanda] “Yes, you did 
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promise!” [Walter] “No, I didn’t promise. I said maybe [laughs], I’m 
working a lot, and I can’t do it. I won’t do it. I’m completely spent!” 
I said, “I haven’t agreed on anything with you.” [Amanda] “Damn 
it!” Then she had an outburst, and in the end, we went there. (Walter)  

In the above excerpt, Amanda assumes they would go, even though he 
makes no promises and explains his need to sleep. Amanda’s dissatisfaction 
manifests in verbal expressions intended to belittle him and make him feel 
worthless in her and his eyes, such as, “Fucking idiot!” “You never do 
anything for me!” “You’re not a man!” These phrases have a negative 
emotional and psychological impact on him, making him feel highly 
distressed and depressed, and ultimately leading to suicidal ideations. 
Lundgren (2004) suggests that a person subjected to continuous belittling 
and demeaning behaviour eventually starts believing what is said is true 
about them, gradually altering their self-image to match their partner’s 
assertions. Later, Walter talks about being denied sleep, and how the 
emotional and psychological abuse escalated to physical violence with 
shoves and hits. Walter recounts a particularly distressing incident. 

 
I never got to sleep before her, never! Then she hit me. […] Yes, yes. 
Yes, she woke me up and hit me until I woke up. It didn’t matter how 
tired I was. […] It was really tough. I didn’t know how to act; it was 
really tough. I found it really difficult. […]Yes! I remember one time 
when I was sleeping at her place, and I fell asleep before her. I was 
so damn tired, and I thought, it was probably the first time or so, then 
I thought she was joking, so I said to her like, “Amanda, stop it, I’m 
actually drained.” Then she pressed on me and kept going, “Wake up! 
Wake up! I can’t sleep.” And then, “Amanda, stop it! I’m really tired. 
I don’t think it’s funny.” Then she started hitting me. (Walter) 

The above extract illustrates how psychological and physical violence can 
intertwine. Psychological violence often precedes physical violence, 
creating an environment of fear and control (cf. Evans, 2010). Walter and 
other men describe continuous verbal abuse that erodes their self-esteem, 
making them more vulnerable to physical attacks as they lose the 
psychological strength to resist, defend themselves or seek help. In Walter’s 
case, Amanda reinforces his sense of helplessness and worthlessness 
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through psychological abuse compounded by physical violence, derogatory 
language, and manipulative behaviour. This combination of psychological 
abuse and physical violence intensifies the trauma he describes, as the 
emotional wounds caused by constant demeaning comments deepen further 
with physical harm. 

 
Another instance of psychological violence occurs with Samuel’s 
relationship with Ellie. They were a couple for several years and faced many 
challenges, especially when Ellie did not get what she wanted. She 
frequently threatened to take her own life, often in front of their children and 
sometimes with driving away and turning off her phone. The frightful 
uncertainty that arose from not being able to reach Ellie is something he 
describes as having left deep psychological scars. A particularly stressful 
event is an abortion, which was the worst to handle.  

 
The most grotesque [emphasis] thing was when we, when she… she 
had gotten some kind of pill, and the pregnancy was pretty far long, 
too. Then I went with her to… the hospital and she was like, she liked 
bizarre things. She… seemed to have a fetish or something for 
disgusting things. When she… I was on the bed at the hospital, and 
she was in the bathroom. Then, then, then she asked me to come in 
and then she had lined up pieces of the fetus, or it was like, yeah, it 
was on the toilet seat [for display] and then she said, “Here is our 
child.” […] and I probably thought she had gone crazy or something 
like that, but she, she quickly moved on from it all. She just shook it 
off and then she was back to normal, actually…. It is a memory that 
is very, very, very tough [emphasis]. It is not many people I have 
talked to about it [crying]. (Samuel) 

As Samuel continues to narrate how his relationship with Ellie has affected 
him mentally, it becomes clear that Ellie has had several abortions because 
she refuses to use contraceptives for various reasons. This particular 
memory of the incident, where Ellie displayed the fetus, deeply traumatized 
Samuel, leaving him with profound psychological scars. Reliving this event 
is emotive and stressful for him, evidenced by his tears during the narration. 
Samuel's reluctance to share this incident indicates an underlying fear of not 
being believed, which exacerbates his emotional turmoil. It may also be a 
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matter of Samuel struggling to articulate his experiences in a way that others 
can understand, connecting to the concepts of testimonial and hermeneutical 
knowledge (e.g., Fricker, 2007, 2018). This difficulty in expressing his 
narrative is related to epistemic injustice and definitional hegemony, as his 
experiences deviate from the conventional narratives of IPV and gender 
identities (Giorgio, 2002). This deviation places Samuel in a state of limbo, 
where he is trying to navigate towards a new masculine identity. The 
grotesque nature of the event, combined with Ellie’s nonchalant attitude 
afterwards, intensifies Samuel’s distress and contributes to his ongoing 
struggle with the psychological impact of their relationship. 
 
According to Samuel, during their years together, Ellie exhibits various 
façades depending on the situation. “Yeah, you could say this; Ellie has 
different masks that she puts on. She has like… but she likes this game, too. 
She likes to mess around and like… and take revenge.” The masks Samuel 
refers to can be interpreted as different behavioural patterns. For instance, 
Samuel refers to Ellie’s ability to deceive him into letting his guard down 
when he tries to end the relationship. Ellie is so adept at reading him that 
she changes her tactics on a whim. On one occasion, when he plans to 
discuss his intention to leave, Ellie begins to talk about her recent check-up 
at the doctors and her need for surgery. Samuel’s planned conversation 
shifts, and he starts “feeling sorry for her instead. It became like I completely 
let my guard down, and she took advantage of that, with sex!”  Samuel’s 
recollection of his relationship with Ellie keeps returning to the fact that 
everything Ellie told him during their time together seemed credible, which 
meant that he navigated himself and his needs around her demands. Upon 
later reflection during the interview, Samuel questions whether the operation 
even took place. Samuel interprets and understands Ellie in terms of her 
behavioural patterns, which aligns with what Stark (2007) refers to as 
coercive control. The result is Samuel has a sense of being manipulated into 
a trap or a dead-end position that the counterpart seems to enjoy and exploit 
when necessary. Ellie can “mess around” and “take revenge” in various 
ways, making it increasingly challenging for Samuel to break free and exit 
the relationship.  

 
The participating men describe enduring psychological violence for years, 
resulting in various durations of sick leave. Some also lose employment, 
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whether forced or voluntary due to their inability to fulfil their work duties 
as expected. For instance, Mikael believes he is dismissed from work due to 
recurring provocations from his partner, Elena, who would unexpectedly 
show up at his workplace and create a scene. These disruptions affect his 
job performance and negatively impact the firm’s clients, and eventually 
Mikael is laid off from work. Elias conveys another example of 
psychological abuse where he talks about receiving calls from concerned 
neighbours who observe his children running around naked in the 
neighbourhood. Elias was deeply troubled about leaving his children with 
Evelina while he was at work; she would party, use drugs and alcohol, and 
sleep it off the following day. Elias recounts instances where he felt forced 
to stay home or leave important meetings midway, rendering his work 
situation untenable. Ultimately, he feels compelled to resign from the job he 
enjoyed, as the constant worry and fear for his children take a significant 
emotional and psychological toll on him and cause him to be unable to 
perform at work. 

 
Men who describe themselves as having been subjected to verbal, 
psychological, and manipulative abuse can develop emotional and 
psychological wounds that may take a long time to heal, if they ever do 
(Evans, 2010). Although the men’s accounts vary, there are several similar 
interacting dimensions of this type of violence as illustrated by Harry, 
Walter, Samuel, Mikael and Elias. Constant worrying about their shared 
children, unexpected visits at work, and lack of sleep, lead to physical, 
psychological, and emotional strain due to the persistent fear of the 
(un)known that may happen at any time. The men’s narratives illustrate 
coercive control, the feeling of never being free or spared from what they 
cannot control – the violence and abuse that are always, consciously or 
unconsciously, present (e.g., Havard, 2019; Stark, 2007). 
 
Furthermore, the narratives demonstrate a gradual psychological decay, 
making it increasingly difficult for the men to leave the relationship – if they 
ever succeed. A significant consequence of experiencing belittling, 
diminishing, and degrading treatment, mainly verbal, is the onset of suicidal 
ideations as their hope for change diminishes (Evans, 2010). Some 
narratives reveal that the men have considered suicide (e.g., Chandler, 2002; 
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Oliffe, 2012), detail the emotions tied to these thoughts, and highlight that 
their children’s presence often deters them from ending their lives37. 

 

Threats Merge into Physical Violence 
What the hell, I wasn’t a man and I’m just an idiot. A man like me 
was no one to live with […] I said, “You can’t come home like this 
every time you go out and drink and act like this, because this isn’t 
going well.” Then she flew off the handle, and that’s when she… 
yeah, she hit me in the face. […] Yes, she physically attacked me. 
[…] Yes, she hit me, both in the face and on the body. Then she was 
going to stab a knife into me, but then I ran out. […] Yes, and now, 
in recent years. When she has become aggressive towards the 
children, I’ve intervened, so I’ve taken the biggest hit. If she has 
become completely […] she could become crazy and smash walls and 
such at home, too. Throwing things everywhere. (Elias)  

When Elias talks about Evelina’s behaviour, it is possible to observe how 
her verbal abuse, which causes psychological and emotional pain, over time 
shifts and becomes more physical, both towards Elias and their two children. 
Elias’s concern for his children becomes noticeable when he deliberately 
‘chooses’ to endure Evelina’s physical violence aimed at himself, especially 
in instances where intervening could prevent her from targeting the children. 
This decision is his way of protecting the children, by ensuring that he is the 
focus of Evelina’s violence. Undoubtedly, children who witness or 
experience violence suffer adverse effects, and these consequences can 
manifest in a multitude of ways (Norman et al., 2012). Leo’s account is 
similar, enduring hits and kicks from Jenny and how these incidents could 
occur even in the presence of their daughter. 
 

No, but she hit me in the face and kneed me in the face, and stuff like 
that. And then my daughter started crying, you know. That’s when 
she was younger. This hasn’t happened when she’s been older. […] 
You try to defuse the situation, because you don’t want your daughter 

 

37 See chapter eight Lost in Subordination and the section Masculinity in Silence, where suicidal ideations 
will be discussed in more detail. 
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to feel unsafe, you know. I remember one specific thing she started 
fighting over; it was when I asked her not to leave her razors on the 
bathtub’s edge, because [daughter’s name] could hurt herself with 
them. And then she became violent and started fighting over it. […] 
She slapped me on the face; I don’t remember exactly. And another 
time, she tried to knee me in the face. And she’s scratched my back, 
so I have scars on my back from her nails, and she’s scratched my 
arms and so on. And at one point, she made [daughter’s name] start 
bleeding, too. […] That’s the kind of things she’s done, like kicking 
me and pulling my hair, slaps in the face, and scratching my back, as 
I said, and on my wrists. (Leo)  

From Leo’s account, Jenny, the woman from his first violent relationship 
with whom he shares a daughter, would unexpectedly launch into physical 
attacks on him. Furthermore, Jenny perpetrates physical violence in the 
presence of their daughter. Just as Walter described being denied sleep, Leo 
recounts an incident where he dozes off on the sofa in front of the TV, and 
he remembers being woken up with physical violence. “Yes, well, once 
when we were lying down watching telly, and I dozed off, she kicked me in 
the face and told me not to snore, or something like that. Yeah!” (Leo). In 
the situations Leo recounts, he either attempts to defuse the tension or finds 
himself unable to protect himself from blows or kicks, because he is either 
holding their daughter or asleep. Consistent with prior research (Bates, 
2019a, 2019b; Rawcliffe, 2023), both Elias and Leo describe violence that 
falls within the existing definition of physical violence. These narratives are 
not isolated instances; instead, they represent a grim reflection of the 
pervasive issue of IPV. These stories encompass features consistent with 
classical definitions of physical violence, suggesting that an alternate 
definition is unnecessary. Moreover, their narratives underscore the 
complexity and escalating nature of violence. 

 
The concept of escalating nature of violence can be understood as a pattern 
where violent behaviours intensify in frequency and severity over time. The 
escalation signifies that what might begin as less severe acts of aggression, 
such as slaps or pushes, can progressively become worse, leading to more 
dangerous forms of violence that include hitting, kicking, and causing 
injuries that need medical attention. Patterns like these reflect a critical 
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aspect of IPV, where the risk and impact of harm increases as the aggressor’s 
violent actions gradually become more severe. The shift from verbal abuse 
to physical assaults marks an escalation of the abuse with a concurrent heavy 
imprint on the victims’ lives. This tendency for violence to intensify 
underscores the complex and damaging nature of IPV, necessitating a more 
nuanced understanding and comprehensive approach to address the effects 
on victims (Bates, 2019; Hamel, 2007).  
 
Escalating Violence and Its Impact 
Saleh’s narrative illustrates another testament to the hard-to-handle 
experiences some men describe. Like Leo and Elias, Saleh depicts himself 
in a position where he feels powerless and threatened by his girlfriend 
Ciwan. The complexity culminates in the fact that it is Saleh, not Ciwan, 
who is later convicted in the court of gross violation of a woman’s 
integrity.38 Ciwan’s aggression follows Saleh’s expressed desire to end their 
relationship, a decision brought on by the deteriorating dynamics of their 
intimacy. As Saleh recalls, the confrontation escalates quickly, characterised 
by Ciwan’s erratic behaviour and mounting threats that range from self-
harm to accusing Saleh of serious crimes. This event peaks when Ciwan 
brandishes a knife, further highlighting the dangerous trajectory in their 
relationship.  
 
Saleh describes the enormity of making such a definitive decision, but at the 
same time, he could not see any other solution. “I had made a decision 
that… that I wasn’t happy with. I felt that I just had to do it, because I 
couldn’t take it anymore! It had affected my life quite a lot, I had no [other 
choice].” When Saleh communicates his desire to end their relationship, 
Ciwan responds irrationally and unpredictably. She storms into the kitchen, 
her movements erratic, a behaviour Saleh attributes to her possibly being 
intoxicated. When she returns, she is wielding a knife, her threats escalating 
in severity, “If you leave me, I’ll kill you in your sleep! If you leave me, I’ll 
jump in front of a train.”  
  

 

38 The analysis of this data is further discussed under the heading Trust, Critical Stance, and the Risk of 
Becoming a Useful Idiot in chapter two Piecing the Paths Together. 
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Saleh continues recounting the barrage of threats from Ciwan: “If you leave 
me, I’ll report you for rape. If you leave me, I’ll say that you forced me to 
use drugs.” Saleh’s indifference to Ciwan’s threats marks a significant 
turning point in their relationship. He says that he no longer fears the 
consequences of her actions, indicating a shift in the dynamics of power and 
control between them. Ciwan’s behaviour, particularly with the knife and 
the false threats, can be understood as manifestations of her fear of losing 
control over Saleh, possibly her desperate attempts to maintain her grip on 
him. Saleh’s response to Ciwan’s aggression, “If you want to stab me, do it. 
I’m not gonna take more shit from you – it’s over! I want you to move out!” 
signifies his emotional detachment and his readiness to reclaim control over 
his life. This moment, when Saleh no longer shows fear of Ciwan’s threats, 
highlights his resolve to move away from her emotionally and physically. 
The subsequent actions might be an attempt from Saleh to shift the power 
balance in their relationship. When Saleh picks up the knife and returns it to 
Ciwan, still insisting she move out, further underscores his determination to 
end their relationship and alter the dynamics of control Ciwan had held over 
him. This narrative captures not only the escalating nature of violence, but 
also the complex interplay of power, control, and the often intricate struggle 
to get an exit from the relationship. 
 
This interplay took place about 20 years ago when Saleh strove for a 
fundamental change in their relationship. The passage of time could, of 
course, have affected the narration; however, during the interview, it 
becomes obvious that the event has been profoundly important – life-
changing, in fact – and has replayed in his memory ever since. So, even if 
the account would have been told somewhat differently long ago shortly 
after the event, this narrating directly shapes the story of the self. 
 
Saleh recounts the events of the specific evening when he tells Ciwan that 
he can no longer sustain the manner of life they have maintained over the 
past years. The selected passage is richly detailed39.  
  

 

39 The description is fairly detailed considering that the event occurred about 20 years ago from the time 
of the interview in 2019.  
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I could hear how… I heard the sound, but no pain. Simultaneously, I 
heard and then felt pain. It felt like everything stopped, faint-like. […] 
I just stood there bleeding and saw blood… I felt it and looked at my 
hand, and I just said, “Well done! Now you’ve made my head bleed, 
too.” And she just said, “It’s nothing compared to what I’ll do, if you 
leave me.” […]  That’s when I felt a rock-solid punch at my back… 
I’m pretty sure it was a fist punch where she hit me, and it felt like 
she put a lot of force into it, because it came to a single blow at first, 
followed by several hits and… I don’t know how, but I tumbled down 
[…] I think, I was dragged down from behind and then she started to 
hit and kick me on my back. […] I was so angry; my body ached; I 
had been beaten, and she tried to hit my balls. […]  I saw what her 
intentions were, so I twisted so she’d hit me on the left thigh. It was 
clear that she aimed for my balls, because she’d hit me there before. 
I was lying in a fetal position [….] This was a place I didn’t want her 
to hurt me. It wasn’t only because it would be painful, but after a 
while, it felt like I tried to convince her, “Don’t hurt me there, 
please!” I just tried to persuade her not to hit in certain places […] 
not my face, because it will show, and I can’t give any reasonable 
explanation. So, after a while, it felt like I was trying to come to an 
agreement with her about where she could and couldn’t hit me. 
(Saleh) 

Saleh’s narrative underscores the complex and often paradoxical nature of 
dynamics present in abusive relationships, such as, individuals protecting 
their abusers due to loyalty, fear, or remnants of affection despite being at 
the receiving end of the abuse and violence (e.g., Durfee, 2011). Saleh 
hesitates to dishonour Ciwan publicly, stating, “I couldn’t bring myself to 
publicly shame her.” This reluctance may stem from a mix of loyalty and a 
lingering sense of care for Ciwan, illuminating the emotional complexity 
underlying their relationship. Despite the severe violence, Saleh does not 
explicitly express fear towards Ciwan, though there is an implicit fear of 
Ciwan’s recurring threats of reporting him to the police for ‘foul play’. That 
Saleh will not shame Ciwan relates to Durfee’s (2011) research about 
victimised men: “To claim victimisation, in a sense, is to claim that one is 
not a ’real’ man” (p. 320, quotation marks in original). Since later Ciwan 
does report him, and they end up in court, it is possible he avoided victim 
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status because of some awareness that due to society’s stance on gender and 
IPV, men subjected to violence by a female partner would not be believed 
(e.g., Durfee, 2011; Bates, 2020; Hine et al., 2022). Societal notions may 
also affect how men decide to talk about their victimisation and how they 
understand it (Durfee, 2011). Saleh is convicted of gross violation of a 
woman’s integrity, though he denies the allegations and presents counter-
evidence.40  
 
It is crucial to note that Saleh’s account represents his perspective as he has 
chosen to share it. The complexities of these dynamics highlight the 
difficulties and intricacies in fully understanding and interpreting the 
nuances of their relationship. Saleh’s narrative, together with other 
participating men’s accounts, indicates a pervasive pattern that extends 
beyond gender boundaries, spotlighting the realities of many individuals 
ensnared in abusive and violent relationships. Saleh’s desperate attempts to 
negotiate ‘safe areas’ where Ciwan can hit him illustrate a grim level of 
distress and control at play in moments of violent actions, which Saleh 
perceives as being “like a game to her”. This detail not only exposes the 
sheer physical brutality of the abuse, but also the deeply psychological 
torment, treating Saleh as a participant in a twisted form of ‘entertainment’. 
Saying “I was so angry; my body ached; I had been beaten, and she tried to 
hit my balls. It was clear she aimed for my balls, because she’d hit me there 
before,” reveals the dual nature of physical/psychological violence. Saleh’s 
psychological suffering erupts in anger, serving as a defence mechanism, 
possibly a mask for the underlying fear of Ciwan’s unpredictable behaviour. 
“If you kick me in the right spot, maybe we can’t have children. So, don’t 
do it!” further illustrates the marginalisation of his masculinity, which can 
be understood in terms of emasculation. Dictating ‘acceptable areas’ to hit 
chillingly demonstrates how aggressors can sometimes coerce victims into 
accepting violence as a norm, negotiating their suffering in a desperate 
attempt to maintain some control over their bodies. 
  

 

40 This is discussed further in chapter five Narratives with a Message, under the section Convicted While 

Claiming Innocence. 
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Similar to Saleh’s relationship with Ciwan, the other men’s narratives 
contain like features, consistent with previous research (cf. Joseph-Edwards 
& Wallace, 2020; Rawcliffe, 2023). The definition of physical violence 
varies, depending on contexts and persons, yet one aspect of abusive 
relationships is that many victims feel a sense of loyalty and affection for 
their abuser despite the violence (Boëthius, 2015; Enander, 2008). When 
victims say, “We had a fight” or “We had a dispute” or “It was just a push,” 
they expose an asymmetrical power balance in the relationship, because they 
use various techniques to neutralise the inflictions they have suffered (Sykes 
& Matza, 1957). Some men express reluctance to shame their abusers 
publicly (Hine, 2019; Hine, Bates, et al., 2022; cf. Durfee, 2011). These 
accounts often involve efforts to neutralise or minimise the abusers’ actions, 
in an attempt to remove responsibility and liability from those who commit 
violence and abuse.  
 
Complex Dynamics of Power and Control 
Mikael’s story unfolds as another testament to the grim reality that some 
individuals face, marked by fear and desperate attempts to escape violence. 
Mikael tries to get around Elena when she becomes threatening and 
aggressive, because he always wants to flee these situations. When Elena 
voices her threats, they sound “so damned life-like that sometimes it was 
scary,” and the only thing to do is to try to get away to avoid physical 
violence. He feels alarmed when Elena’s threats transform into physical 
actions. 

 
She started pushing, scratching, and things like that, and you know 
[…] and kick my legs and sort of threaten, you know [….] I said, 
“Take it easy, take it easy. I apologise, I’m sorry, I’m sorry.” And you 
know, just less and less, so you’re apologising for something you 
didn’t do. You feel that discomfort. It’s like this, the threats are worse 
than the actual… acts themselves when she’s scratching and hitting 
and those things like. Because somehow, you can’t [….] When you’re 
in that situation, there’s adrenaline as well, and my adrenaline didn’t 
turn into violence towards her, but my adrenaline helped me resist 
violence, and I didn’t really feel in my senses. It made me notice the 
wounds later many times, because the adrenaline made me not feel it. 
It’s like your body works in a way that pumps a lot of adrenaline so 



Exploring the Spectrum of Violence 
 

 
210 

you can defend yourself, but you’re usually physically stronger than 
the other person. And then you’re terrified when you’re someone like 
me who doesn’t want to hurt another person, so you end up in [these 
situations]. […] I panicked when the violence started, because I grew 
up with the idea that you don’t hit [ever]. So, it’s like you’re so 
shocked, and when you’re, when you’re, when you’re experiencing 
something that goes against what I’m used to, you get so shocked. 
Then you get used to it for some strange reason, you get used to [….] 
And it becomes something you say, “Oh, it’s not that bad.” I think 
that’s the most tragic thing, that you, that you… normalise something 
like this.  (Mikael)  

Mikael experiences verbal threats that can erupt into physical violence 
during his 25-year marriage to Elena. The violence and aggression become 
a normal part of his everyday life (cf. Lundgren, 2018). Thus, Mikael learns 
the importance of fabricating excuses or explanations at work about his 
injuries, like “I’ve been in the woods and got scratched by branches” 
instead of letting them know what happened. When Mikael’s parents ask 
what Elena has done after seeing his visible wounds, he tries to defuse and 
conceal her behaviour, saying, “But when she’s nice, she’s so sweet.” In his 
own words, he sees her good side and a girl who has had a rough time 
growing up.  

 
She got really fucking angry, so awful, and you thought, “Oh, no!” I 
caved in pretty fast, because I noticed fairly quickly that if I struggled 
to reach the same level, she’d raise it to the next, so it became like - 
no way! (Mikael) 

Of all the different dimensions of violence, the physical one leaves visible 
proof on the body, and people most often think of physical violence when 
thinking of violence and IPV (Wästerfors, 2016). However, there is great 
variation in the perception, experience, and understanding of violence in 
intimate relationships, since it can follow specific patterns and habits that 
often last long periods and consist of repeated actions (Hine, 2019; 
Wästerfors, 2016). Physical violence and psychological violence are closely 
interlinked.  
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In the narratives of men like Mikael and Saleh, I identified how the 
interconnectedness of physical and psychological violence unfolds in a 
complex tapestry of control, fear, and identity loss. Mikael’s strategy to 
capitulate quickly to avoid confrontation with Elena, and Saleh’s learned 
behaviour not to make light of Ciwan’s threats, both illustrate personal 
coping strategies. Such tactics, while effective in the short term, can lead to 
a gradual diminishment of self, affecting their sense of masculinity and 
placing them in a state of limbo where they are constantly trying to reshape 
and find themselves and their identities (e.g., Markus & Nurius, 1986; 
Sunderland & Litosseliti, 2002; Thomassen, 2016; Whitehead, 2002).  
 
Moreover, Saleh’s narrative highlights his anticipation that Ciwan’s 
narrative would receive interpretative precedence over his and hold higher 
credibility with public authorities. This perceived imbalance reflects 
testimonial injustice (Fricker, 2007, 2018), and this undermining of male 
victims’ experiences contributes to them remaining silent due to the 
definitional hegemony surrounding prevailing norms regarding IPV. 
Therefore, men’s stories become by-products not only of the immediate 
abuse, but also of the broader societal and systemic biases that do not favour 
male narratives of victimisation in IPV contexts (Fricker, 2007, 2018; 
Giorgio, 2002).  
 
While threats can mature into physical violence, physical violence, in some 
cases, risks turning into sexual abuse and sexual violence. Being forced into 
sexual activity is another critical dimension of violence and abuse where 
victimised men’s voices are not often heard, although they can offer insights 
into their personal and relational experiences that affect their identity as 
men. 

 

Forced into Sexual Activity 
The narratives also cover an exploration of the men’s sex lives and 
experiences with their partners, through follow-up questions related to 
violence feeling trapped or subordinate. In addition, aspects of the men’s 
sex lives are key to understanding why most men participating in this study 
do not identify as IPV victims, but rather as having been subjected to 
specific actions.  
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Furthermore, previous studies on manhood and masculinity have shown that 
sexuality is a crucial component in ‘doing gender’ and shaping one’s 
masculine identity (Petersson & Plantin, 2019, 2023; Philaretou & Allen, 
2001). Although the interview guide did not explicitly include questions 
about masculinity and manhood, these themes were implicitly integrated in 
order to understand better the men’s self-presentation and self-
identification. 

 
These personal disclosures about togetherness are particularly sensitive and 
emotional to approach and articulate. Some men respond rather 
unreflectively yet immediately and spontaneously, with remarks like, “You 
don’t think like that,” suggesting a reluctance or inability to engage with the 
topic and indicating that reflecting on sexual intimacy might be 
overshadowed by other aspects of the relationship or by societal 
expectations about how men should perceive their sex lives. Walter’s 
comment, “It was probably great,” implies a degree of uncertainty or a 
possible disconnection from the actual experiences, as if he is attempting to 
fit his answer into a more socially acceptable narrative. Elias’s 
straightforward “It was good” could indicate a similar effort to provide an 
expected response that aligns with conventional views of male sexuality. 
Mikael’s statement, “I’ve never been sexually abused in that way, like,” is 
particularly telling; there is a clear boundary in his mind about what 
constitutes sexual abuse, possibly influenced by a narrow societal definition 
that focuses primarily on physical acts of violence or coercion. His words 
point out a gap in awareness or acknowledgement of the broader spectrum 
of sexual abuse, which can include emotional manipulation, intimidation, 
coercion, or other non-physical forms of pressure.  

 
These reactions collectively point to a broader societal issue where men may 
feel constrained by masculine norms that dictate that their sexual 
experiences should always be positive or that admitting any form of abuse 
or dissatisfaction could undermine their masculinity (Hines & Douglas, 
2016b; Rawcliffe, 2023). This context magnifies the importance of 
understanding how men perceive and express their experiences of sexual 
activity within intimate relationships, especially given their intertwined 
experiences of violence, coercion, and abuse (cf. Bates & Weare, 2020; 
Weare, 2018; Weare et al., 2017). The interviewed men (Samuel, Walter, 
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Elias, and Mikael) are influenced not only by their own boundaries, but also 
by societal norms and the language available to them to describe such 
intimate violations.  

 
Navigating the Complexities of Sexual Coercion and Consent 
In the narratives, there are differences about what constitutes acceptable 
versus unacceptable sexual acts, indicating the difficulty or even 
impossibility of defining sex, particularly when abusive, coercive, forceful, 
and violent words are involved. The lack of a cohesive definition among the 
men’s stories is not surprising; in previous research and society’s prevailing 
perspective on sexual abuse, coercion or violence, and non-consensual 
sexual activities, such as rape, the view is mainly interpreted in terms of 
vaginal penetrative sex (Weare, 2018; Weare et al., 2017). While research 
has begun to acknowledge men’s experiences of IPV, it remains limited, 
especially regarding sexual violence. Such examination is vital for 
acknowledging the reality that men can be victims of sexual violence at the 
hands of their female partners and for dismantling stereotypes about male 
victimisation with a more inclusive narrative of abuse (Bates & Weare, 
2020). During Leo’s interview, the more he talks about his meaning of 
sexual assault, the more he begins to reflect on his sexual experiences with 
Jenny. He wants society to stop viewing sexual activities from a narrow-
minded perspective and start including other dimensions of sexual assault. 

 
One aspect I find interesting […] is when you talk about sexual 
harassment and stuff like that, you only focus on this typically male 
molestation, which is about sexual assault. In other words, to force 
oneself on someone with physical force [….] There are other ways to 
hurt someone with sex […], which society isn’t interested in [….] It 
is something very, very awful, and rightly so. At the same time, the 
kind of thing that I’ve endured myself is extremely degrading. You 
don’t talk about this kind of problem in the same way. It’s really… 
it’s completely illogical, because […] the seriousness of a moral 
crime is related to how much damage it causes, how much suffering 
it inflicts, and it inflicts an extreme amount of suffering. So, I think 
that’s also an important aspect. […] only focusing on a problem from 
one perspective [….] Then there are those who say, “Men can also be 
raped”. Yes, they can! But I personally don’t think that’s the most 
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interesting. I find it more interesting to say that there are more ways 
to hurt someone, and I find it fascinating that we only focus on one 
way, or maybe not just one, but you know what I mean, right? (Leo)  

Leo tries to convey that sexual abuse and violence are not solely about 
sexual intercourse, but can be about physical force, exploitation of a man’s 
incapacitated state, or verbal pressure to have sex with his female partner 
(cf. Krahé et al., 2003). Leo and Jenny’s relationship relates to one of the 
strategies sexually aggressive women use, namely, the exploitation of a 
man’s incapacitated state. Here, sexuality can be broadly utilised as a 
weapon in several ways: indirectly, through expressions of intended 
infidelity or by engaging in sexual communication with other individuals 
via texts, chats, or phone calls, and directly, through explicit threats such as 
demanding sex or levelling accusations of unsatisfactory performance. 
These ideas of Havard and Lefevre (2023; 2020), who study how 
smartphones and technology are used for surveillance of men’s violence 
against women, are considered in the present study in terms of the 
manipulative use of sexuality in interpersonal dynamics. Such behaviour 
suggests that the men’s female partners exploit the men’s inability to 
interact, intervene, or prevent the women from acting on their threats of 
engaging sexually with someone else. The emotional and psychological 
stress of this dimension of sexual abuse causes, as Leo declares, immense 
suffering in the men’s everyday lives that accumulates over time (Havard & 
Lefevre, 2023). 

 
Elias narrates similar experiences with his girlfriend, but the difference is 
that he does not discover what Evelina has been doing until she has moved 
out. Evelina’s infidelity comes to light when their children’s iPad starts 
pining one night. Upon opening it, he immediately inadvertently sees 
Evelina’s website and discovers that she has been offering sex to other men 
for money for some time. She had not expected or meant for him to read or 
see the messages. Resembling Leo, Elias is also exploited when he is 
incapacitated, meaning that he did not have the capacity to prevent or 
intervene. These girlfriends inflict severe suffering on the male partners, in 
emotional, sexual, and male disparagement. Threats of infidelity or actual 
infidelity need not necessarily be understood in terms of violence; yet, this 
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recurring pattern of infidelity systematically subjects the men to 
psychological suffering.  
 
Similarly, Walter replies to my question about their sex life: “It was 
probably great.” Walter elaborates that sex was mainly on Amanda’s terms 
and conditions and that she nagged and persuaded him into doing it by using 
gender stereotypical arguments – that men always want to have sex – or by 
accusing him of being unfaithful to her or not finding her attractive anymore. 

 
Walter: Yes, and when she wanted to, then I had to do it, because 
I’m a man! 

Caroline: Even if you didn’t want to?  

Walter: Yes, yes, then I had to. […] There is this one time, two times 
I remember the most. It was that… I knew something wasn’t right. It 
smelled awful. The smell from her filled the entire room, so I said, 
“Amanda, something isn’t right, maybe it’s an infection or 
something. It smells really bad, I’m about to puke. That’s how bad it 
smells.” [Amanda] “What the hell! If you don’t have sex with me, 
you’re not a man! Oh, damn, I want you now!” Then she had her 
outbursts there, and so on. So, I had to do it while holding my nose. 
So, I was forced to do it. 

Caroline: How did that make you feel?  

Walter: No, I mean, I felt like, like an idiot. No, but I just didn’t 
know how to behave, plain and simple. I just felt… like I wasn’t 
human, you know? I was something to her, like a tool, you know? 
That’s how I felt, so I did it. And then it happened again, and it was 
still the same…. “I really can’t, Amanda,” I said, and refused [….] I 
don’t know if she would have kept going; maybe she would have. 
Seriously, the smell was stomach-turning. Damn, it was so 
disgusting! I thought it was really alarming that she did that to me. I 
mean, she has no limits. […] Yeah, if she wanted to and I didn’t… I 
felt pressured, because she almost didn’t take no for an answer, you 
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know. That’s when the whole thing about being a man… and all that 
came up. 

Walter feels forced to engage in sexual activities to avoid Amanda’s 
outbursts and other consequences. The outbursts are essentially verbal taunts 
about Walter’s identity and manhood, so to prevent any escalation, Walter 
rarely opposes Amanda’s demands. Samuel also tells about his abusive and 
violent relationships with Klara and Ellie. Klara demands he engages in 
‘make-up’ sex, even though these activities rarely lead to reconciliation. 
Samuel also mentions how Ellie pressured or nagged to have sex. The 
‘nagging sex’41 tended to include fabricated stories to pressure Samuel into 
complying with her. “I have… felt taken advantage of [….] You lose 
everything!” Some men feel compelled to obey and have pressured sex, 
possibly to avoid other dimensions of violence. When Leo refuses to have 
sex with Jenny, she kicks him out of bed, and her violent behaviour escalates 
after that.  

 
Coercion and control within intimate relationships reveals a process of 
objectification, where men are not seen as equal partners, but rather as tools 
to satisfy their partner’s demands, irrespective of their own desires or well-
being. This objectification serves a dual purpose: it satisfies the immediate 
sexual desire of their partners and acts as a mechanism to assert power and 
control. By manipulating the men’s sense of masculinity – leveraging 
societal expectations that “men always want sex” or questioning their 
manhood if they refuse – the women wield sexual interactions as weapons. 
This manipulation not only objectifies the men, but also entraps them in a 
cycle where asserting their boundaries could lead to further conflict or 
abuse. The pressure to comply, often against their comfort or health, 
exemplifies a profound loss of agency for these men and shows how women 
in these relationships use sexuality to maintain power, control, and authority 
(Bates & Weare, 2020; Hines & Douglas, 2016b; Weare et al., 2017). The 
men’s feelings are of being reduced to mere instruments or being exploited, 
thus being dehumanised in the objectification, where their identity is 
reduced to just their sexuality.  
  

 

41 The concept ‘nagging sex’ is borrowed from Bornäs’s thesis (2022).  
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Impact of Sexual Coercion and Identity 
These stories of coercion and loss of agency are not isolated incidents, but 
part of a broader pattern of abuse that profoundly affects the victim’s sense 
of self and autonomy (Rawcliffe, 2023). Oliver’s narrative also provides 
stark insight into the emotional and psychological toll of forced sexual 
activity.  
 
Oliver, a man in his forties, describes one occasion how he goes to bed 
earlier than his girlfriend, Maria, because he feels a panic attack coming on; 
he “was so scared of not being able to fall asleep and to lay awake all night 
having an anxiety attack”. He manages to fall asleep, yet he awakens when 
Maria enters hours later. Oliver pretends to be asleep to avoid being nagged 
or pressured into satisfying Maria sexually. 

 
She was really drunk and very happy, because she had sex with a guy, 
which… wasn’t the problem… But they had no condom, so they 
hadn’t had penetrative sex, and so she hadn’t got an orgasm. She 
thought I should give her one. I pretended to be asleep, but she 
climbed on top of me, started kissing me forcibly, and ended up 
shoving my face between her legs. At this point in our relationship, I 
was like: Yeah, ok. I’m obviously doing this. And then, when she had 
gotten her orgasm, then… we had two beds, due to a tiny room in an 
old house, she throws herself onto the bed and falls asleep. And so, I 
lay there crying in bed. It wasn’t fun at all. (Oliver) 

Oliver continues telling about his feelings after the forced sexual activity. 
 

I felt very gray, very pale. Or as some use the word empty. But it’s 
like this, you’ve lost yourself, and you do not know who you really 
are [.…] Who am I? What do I do? What happened? I’m dying! No, 
you don’t! But you get very scared, and you wonder where to go. 
(Oliver) 

Oliver attempts to get answers to these questions the day after by trying to 
speak with Maria about what happened. Oliver says the episode “was 
neither good nor right,” trying to make sense of something he could not 
determine as right or wrong. Maria’s response to his experience of the 
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situation, is to hiss at him and say, “You’re so fucking sensitive!” Maria 
dismisses Oliver’s feelings and shifts the blame onto him for reacting 
emotionally to her actions, effectively sidestepping any accountability for 
the distress she caused. Maria deflects responsibility and undermines the 
validity of his feelings, suggesting that the problem lies with his reaction 
rather than in her behaviour. Oliver reveals that Maria’s response does not 
surprise him; she was probably hung over, and therefore, did not want to 
talk. Oliver thus excuses Maria’s behaviour and her unwillingness to talk 
about the previous night. This dynamic further illustrates how the impact of 
her actions victimises Oliver, leaving him to navigate his confusion and hurt 
alone. Oliver does not know how to define what Maria has forced him to 
perform, perhaps because of her dismissal and belittling behaviour. Maria’s 
reaction not only exemplifies a lack of empathy and responsibility, but also 
a manipulation tactic where the victim’s emotions are used against him so 
that the abuser maintains control and avoids facing any consequences of her 
actions.  
 
Sexual Coercion and Masculine Norms 
These narratives reveal a distressing pattern. Regularly being told they are 
worthless, not holding up to the standard of being a man, unable to satisfy 
their female partners sexually, being accused of infidelity, threatened with 
their partner’s unfaithfulness, or unfavourably compared to other men – 
whether real or fictional – significantly impacts the men’s sexual desire and 
confidence. This constant barrage of negative assertions and comparisons 
leads many of the interviewed men to refrain from initiating or engaging in 
sex, and in some cases, even affects their ability to achieve an erection. To 
prevent further escalation, these men try to appease their partners, such as, 
by becoming inventive in satisfying their partner sexually, often at the 
expense of their own sense of self-respect and at the risk of becoming 
dehumanised. The effects of enduring non-consensual sexual activities 
within their heterosexual intimate relationships align with Tewksbury’s 
(2007) article. Commonly, men experience sexual dysfunction, manifesting 
as a loss of sex drive, mainly due to women’s verbal pressure and 
manipulation of their sexual performance (ibid). 

 
Demanding the subordinate to be accessible sexually as a ritual of 
reconciliation for the superior, contributes to the subordinate’s confusion 
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about the sex being voluntary or part of coercion or violence. Sexual 
violence becomes invisible and unarticulated when the superior voices the 
action as reciprocal. Sexual violence and coercion become visible when the 
subordinate explains or makes sense of the experiences in his own words. 
Coercion and manipulation, both publicly and privately, may contribute to 
subordinates choosing to stay silent about their experiences (Knutagård, 
2009; Petersson & Plantin, 2019). 
 
Sexual violence and coercion are rooted in the common notion that male and 
female sexuality differ. According to Knutagård (2009), these differences 
arise because people perceive men as “viral” in all situations of sexual 
activity, similar to previous research about gender scripts and norms of men 
and women with men being assumed to be more sexually active and driven 
than women (see Krahé et al., 2003; Tewksbury, 2007). This perspective 
reinforces the prevailing image of the hegemonic man’s sex drive as 
powerful; however, if this hegemonic man turns out to be impotent or 
“suffering” from reduced sex drive, because of his partner’s sexual 
aggressiveness or coercion, he would be stigmatised as deviant and 
undesirable. To experience being emasculated can be associated with either 
being marginalised in one’s masculinity, losing one’s masculinity, or 
experiencing a shattered masculinity (Meth, 2009; Whitehead, 2002). In 
losing the value traditionally attributed to their masculinity, these men may 
feel that their self-respect has lost value and that their sense of self-definition 
and agency has diminished (Pettersen, 2016). These conditions further 
exacerbate the trauma of sexual violence and abuse, indicating that the 
consequences extend beyond emasculation to include also dehumanisation 
of these victims (Bates & Weare, 2020; Petersson & Plantin, 2019; 
Petersson & Plantin, 2023). 
 

Involuntary Financial and Material Surrendering 
Violence comes in many shapes and dimensions, and it is not uncommon 
for material destruction to occur. Material violence means that the superior 
individual destroys property, such as furniture, household items, important 
documents, photographs, and other objects of significance to the 
subordinate. The superior actor may even force the subordinate to submit 
tangible assets, including financial papers and passports, or make the 
subordinate destroy one’s own valuables, either sentimental or financial. 
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The purpose is to restrict freedom of action and freedom of space and to 
make it difficult or even impossible for the subordinate to leave the 
relationship (O’Campo et al., 2015; Scheffer Lindgren, 2009). 

 
Financial violence can also include hindering the subordinate from working 
through recurrent harassment on the job. This dimension of violence is 
perhaps most associated with men’s violence against women, in how men 
try to control women’s whereabouts (Eriksson & Ulmestig, 2017; Ulmestig 
& Eriksson, 2017). For example, in a relationship, a superior man may 
demand complete access and control over a subordinate woman’s salary, 
earnings, and other financial assets (O’Campo et al., 2015; Scheffer 
Lindgren, 2009). While this perspective prevails, some men’s experiences 
correlate with the previously described women’s experiences. In the present 
study, some female partners demand total control over the household’s 
finances; others expect the man to pay for everything they do together and 
for the woman’s private purchases.  

 
Walter recounts how Amanda manipulated him into paying for her extra 
purchases like clothes and shoes, challenging his masculinity when he 
resisted, such as she dramatically sat crying in a public square to make him 
feel guilty. Walter says to her, “This isn’t true! Amanda, stop! I can’t pay 
for you, you know. I can’t buy it, I can’t.” Amanda questions his ability to 
provide for her and buy her things she wants. Walter also occasionally 
supports Amanda financially, paying her bills, as she expected a ‘real man’ 
to cover all expenses. 
 
Amanda would threaten to withdraw sex to coerce him into purchasing items 
for her. Walter occasionally submits and buys her shoes to fulfil the role of 
a ‘real man’ as she expects. Before Amanda, he was in a favourable financial 
situation, which deteriorated over time. When their relationship ended, his 
savings were gone, rendering him unable to meet his bill payments. “I had 
saved several hundred thousand SEK before I met her. That I had! I had 
trouble paying. I couldn’t pay the bills, so I didn’t open the mail. It was so 
shameful to feel that way” (Walter). 

 
Walter’s situation is not unique. Overall in this study, most women are either 
unemployed, on maternity leave, on sick leave, students at university, or 
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part-time workers. Meanwhile, all men except one work, at least initially. 
The men are the breadwinners; though for a few men, this changes, because 
they either lose their job or become sick and end up on sick leave due to the 
woman’s behaviour and degrading treatment. Consequently, their financial 
situation and identity as breadwinner changes. The women are portrayed as 
having financial control or demands, while at the same time, they put the 
men in economic difficulties (Joseph-Edwards & Wallace, 2020). 

 
Mikael and Lars both describe how their wives demand total control over 
the family’s finances. Lars portrays Jade as a person with no limits and no 
sense for the value of money, taking advantage of Lars’s benevolence as he 
succumbs to her nagging and hassles. He still struggles to repair his finances, 
ten42 years after his divorce from Jade.  

 
I was so stupid! I started paying the bills, because she complained. I 
was to deposit money to her, and she bought more than she should 
have. Then when she suddenly got my whole salary, I was still paying 
the bills. And since I had a business, she wanted me to buy things on 
the business card, and it added up to extreme amounts over the years 
we lived together. (Lars) 

Jade could not or would not accept that Lars’s business accounts are not 
theirs to use as she wants. The financial violence manifests in Jade’s 
determined demands to use Lars’s business cards for personal purchases, the 
cost of which could not be covered by their own accounts. This coercion 
results in placing Lars in a financially precarious position, affecting Lars’s 
ability to manage his financial affairs independently and securely, and the 
coercion to use business funds for personal expenses involves exploitation 
and manipulation of his financial resources. Later Lars admits he never 
transferred his entire salary into Jade’s banking account.  

 
Mikael also speaks of being financially used. Elena takes control over the 
household economy, and he used to transfer his entire salary into Elena’s 
account. Then he had to beg for a share of the money for himself, putting 
himself in a strictly subordinate position. On some occasions, when asking 

 

42 Ten years have passed by the time of the interview in June 2019.  
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for money to buy food, he is turned down and advised to sort it out the best 
he can. So, he shoplifts groceries to feed their children, and this severely 
impacts his dignity. Being deprived access to his own finances underscores 
the devaluing of his self-respect and the obstructing of his agency and self-
definition.  

 
I mean, I’ve shoplifted. I’ve done that because I wasn’t allowed to 
have any money, and so I did it to put food on the table like, and 
maybe to get caught and talk to a cop, or just vent or [….] It was my 
way of being destructive like, yes, self-destructive, not drinking 
[alcohol] or doing drugs, but doing something dumb like shoplifting 
it was sort of, you know… (Mikael)  

Mikael describes that he is financially tied to Elena, despite the fact that he 
is the one working and earning their living. Even though financial violence 
might be associated with abused women (cf. Ulmestig, 2018), it does occur 
in heterosexual intimate relationships where men are the subordinates 
(Rawcliffe, 2023; Tilbrook et al., 2010). 

 
In the interviews, the men are not commonly forced to transfer their entire 
salary into the women’s bank accounts; instead, there is an unspoken 
expectation that he, as a man, should pay for everything. As previous 
research has shown, financial violence is about superior women gaining 
complete control and power over subordinate men and the relationship 
(Joseph-Edwards & Wallace, 2020). Financial violence can also make it 
impossible for the subordinate to work due to the visible evidence of 
physical violence on the body, thus making the subordinate even more 
dependent on the superior (Joseph-Edwards & Wallace, 2020). Mikael 
reveals that Elena also makes it difficult for him to keep his job, by visiting 
his workplace unannounced to show Mikael that she has destroyed some of 
his possessions, humiliating him publicly in her show of dissatisfaction with 
him.  
 

This control. This control, her control and how she ruined so many 
clothes and pairs of glasses. Destroyed clothes for tens of thousands 
of Swedish kronor, smashed five pairs of glasses and ensured I lost 
my job. (Mikael)  
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Mikael describes the deliberate destruction of his glasses by Elena, which 
serves as a poignant example of financial violence, emphasising the 
consequences such actions can have on a victim’s autonomy and ability to 
leave an abusive relationship. Mikael’s finances are constrained by Elena, 
who makes purchases in his name and neglects to pay bills. The result is a 
record with the bailiff, severely limiting Mikael’s escape options. This 
scenario epitomises the overarching control of financial violence, 
demonstrating this strategic financial manipulation to sustain dominance 
within intimate relationships (Drijber et al., 2013; Joseph-Edwards & 
Wallace, 2020; Rawcliffe, 2023). The aftermath leaves Mikael entangled in 
debt, facing significant financial hurdles that further complicate getting out 
of their relationship (cf. Joseph-Edwards & Wallace, 2020).   
 
There are enduring consequences of financial violence. Walter goes from 
financial stability to indebtedness, exacerbated by the stress of 
unemployment and sick leave, and similarly, Mikael undergoes debt 
restructuring and prolonged financial subsistence. That he has over a million 
Swedish kronor in personal debts to his parents, showcases the long-term 
financial and emotional toll of such violence. These examples highlight the 
critical need for awareness and resources to support victims of financial 
violence in reclaiming their financial independence and overall well-being. 
The research on financial and material control within abusive relationships, 
likewise calls for support systems catering to the immediate and prolonged 
needs of male victims (Joseph-Edwards & Wallace, 2020; O’Campo et al., 
2015; Rawcliffe, 2023).  
 
The men’s involuntary surrender of their financial and material resources 
shows entanglement with violence and the broader spectrum of IPV (here) 
against men, where control and power manifest beyond physical and 
emotional abuse. The intricate patterns of monetary and material 
exploitation not only strain the victims’ finances, but also erode their sense 
of self-respect and agency, complicating their recovery. 

 

***** 
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Chapter Summary 
The chapter has highlighted the multifaceted nature of violence and abuse, 
particularly in the context of IPV against men, given personal narratives and 
scholarly analysis to uncover the complex dimensions of violence within 
intimate relationships. It begins with Walter’s difficulty in articulating his 
experiences of violence, underscoring how victims struggle to define and 
express the multifaceted nature of abuse. Over time, Lars gradually 
recognises and understands the abusive dynamics he has experienced. This 
process highlights the importance of reflection in identifying patterns of 
violence that often remain unnoticed during the abuse.   
 
A significant focus in the chapter is on the importance of recognising the 
various forms of violence the men experience; these are psychological, 
physical, sexual, and financial/material violence. Through detailed personal 
accounts, the chapter illustrates how psychological violence often 
intertwines with emotional abuse, manipulation, and verbal abuse, emerging 
as predominant. Verbal violence is a mechanism for control, and 
psychological abuse has a profound impact on men’s identity and sense of 
self. The men contend with societal gender norms that complicate their 
ability to communicate their experiences of IPV with female partners 
effectively. Leo’s story showcases the societal expectations placed on men 
and the marginalisation they face as victims of IPV.  
 
This discourse also encompasses the impact of sexual violence, with the 
male victims experiencing a degradation of self-worth and a destruction of 
their sense of self. The personal accounts of sexual coercion and abuse 
underscore the infringement on physical autonomy and the erosion of men’s 
sense of masculinity and self-worth. This discussion broadens to encompass 
how psychological, physical, and financial abuse contribute to a 
comprehensive assault on male identity, further entrenching victims in a 
state of limbo and obscuring their path to recovery and self-recognition.  
 
With a reinforcement of the difficulties men encounter in articulating their 
experiences of IPV and gaining societal acknowledgement of their 
victimhood, the chapter emphasises the men’s diminished sense of power 
over their own lives, which makes them silent and invisible, negatively 
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impacting their self-image and self-worth. This powerlessness can lead men 
into ‘no man’s land’, the confines of testimonial and hermeneutical injustice 
present in the prevailing assumptions about IPV and gender. Furthermore, 
present societal frameworks for comprehending and validating male 
victims’ experiences, constrain and obscure their narratives by a definitional 
hegemony; thus, an update is paramount.  
 
Additionally, financial and material violence is another strategy to assert 
dominance, restricting the victim’s autonomy. Personal narratives from 
Walter, Lars, and Mikael provide insights into financial exploitation and its 
long-term consequences on victims’ lives, together with the impact on their 
identity and masculinity since their experiences do not align with prevailing 
norms. 
 
In conclusion, the chapter calls for a nuanced understanding of IPV that 
includes recognising the experiences of male victims and the societal 
challenges they face in acknowledging and articulating their abuse. The 
chapter stresses the need for greater awareness and support for all victims 
of IPV to address the spectrum of violence in intimate relationships 
comprehensively.  
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Toxic Ties 
During direct personal contacts, however, unique informational 
conditions prevail and the significance of face becomes especially 
clear. The human tendency to use signs and symbols means that 
evidence of social worth and of mutual evaluations will be conveyed 
by very minor things, and these things will be witnessed, as will the 
fact that they have been witnessed. An unguarded glance, a 
momentary change in tone of voice, an ecological position taken or 
not taken, can drench a talk with judgmental significance. Therefore, 
just as there is no occasion of talk in which improper impressions 
could not intentionally or unintentionally arise, so there is no 
occasion of talk so trivial as not to require each participant to show 
serious concern with the way in which he handles himself and the 
others present. Ritual factors which are present in mediated contacts 
are here present in an extreme form. (Goffman, 2005, p. 33)  

Goffman’s (2005) astute observation underscores the intricacies of social 
interactions, highlighting how even the minutest of cues can possess deep-
rooted implications. Within the theatre of intimate relationships, these non-
verbal dialogues assume an even greater weight, often defining patterns of 
control, vulnerability, and victimisation. However, the performative aspect 
of these interactions, especially within the confines of gender roles and 
social expectations, extends beyond mere silent cues. The fabric of these 
ties, toxic or non-toxic, is woven with threads of emotional and behavioural 
performances influenced by societal norms and personal experiences (e.g., 
Belli et al., 2010; Butler, 2009).  

 
This chapter explores the complex dynamics of intimate relationships 
through the lens of gender performativity and societal expectations, drawing 
inspiration from the views of Butler and Goffman. By considering how men 
navigate the intricate dance of performing masculinity within the context of 
their intimate relationships, I dig into the patterns of behaviour, and in a way 
their coping strategies, which both challenge and reinforce traditional 
notions of gender roles. Through the narratives of these participating men, 
this chapter illuminates the multifaceted nature of male vulnerability and 
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victimisation, revealing the significant impact of societal norms and 
personal experiences on the (re)shaping and expression of masculinity.  
 
This chapter focuses on relational dynamics that detrimentally affect men, 
with the aim to inform how behaviours are shaped by the performative 
demands of masculinity and societal expectations. These behaviours 
influence men’s experiences within relationships. By highlighting the 
continuous interplay among societal norms, lived experiences, realities, and 
gender performance, this chapter offers insight into the complexities of 
intimate relationships in the contemporary social landscape. 

 

***** 
 

Invisible Boundaries – Ever-Changing Rules 
[Domestic violence involves] how abusers create and maintain a 
world in which it is their reality that determines the boundaries, rules, 
and expectations of their partners’ (and children’s) reality. The 
fundamental question of the case of domestic violence and coercive 
control is how the abusive nature of this alien world is experienced 
[...] and what the consequences of that control are. [...] it is less 
anxiety provoking to live in the abuser’s reality than not. Such control 
comes from the fact that abusive [partners] are manipulative in many 
complex ways. Most of the abuser’s rules taken in isolation are 
insignificant. It is only seen in the wider context that they become 
problematic. (Williamson, 2010, pp. 1417-1418) 

Within IPV, aggressors of violent acts display varying degrees of expression 
and form, which lack a uniform definition that adequately encompasses 
men’s experiences (e.g., Ovesen, 2021). Violence in an intimate relationship 
is often seen as an individual and hidden act, primarily because it happens 
in a private context (Wästerfors, 2016). When violence occurs, the 
subjective actions of experiences construct meaning for those involved 
(Hydén et al., 2016), and the violence is difficult to identify or recognise due 
to its versitility over time and space (Wästerfors, 2016). Feminist 
descriptions of violence also reflect subjective experiences and construct 
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meaning for those involved, emphasising controlling behavioural patterns 
more than focusing solely on singular violent episodes (Donovan & Barnes, 
2019, p. 743). Understanding IPV requires acknowledging its protracted and 
escalating nature; Nixon (2011) notes that it often manifests as a persistent 
and subtle threat that accumulates over time, which contrasts with the 
traditional perception of violence as immediate, explosive, and out of the 
ordinary (Nixon, 2011).  
 
In this context, abusers create and maintain a world where their reality 
dictates the boundaries, rules, and expectations of their partner’s lives. This 
manipulation illustrates how, within the confines of IPV, the abusive nature 
of this constructed reality is experienced, as well as the profound 
consequences of such control. Living within the abuser’s reality, despite its 
nature, often becomes less anxiety-provoking for victims, highlighting the 
manipulative complexity of abusive behaviours. While most rules set by 
abusers may seem insignificant in isolation, it is within the broader context 
of control and manipulation that their dangerous nature becomes noticeable 
(Pitman, 2017; Williamson, 2010).  
 
Intimate partner violence frequently involves gaslighting, destabilising 
victims’ sense of reality and generating self-doubt (Sweet, 2019). This 
erosion of self-confidence, particularly prominent in male victims, adds a 
layer of complexity when the men contact public authorities for help, where 
they navigate a maze of societal scepticism coupled with a deficit of tangible 
evidence to authenticate the violence they have endured. The absence of 
explicit proof allows belittlement, humiliation, and controlling behaviour to 
cycle without end. Paradoxically, this situation seems to facilitate men’s 
reluctance to contact public authorities for help, as authorities often question 
their plight when they do (e.g., Machado et al., 2017). Mikael’s attempt to 
extricate himself from his relationship with Elena exemplifies the significant 
challenges often faced by male victims of IPV. Mikael meets scepticism 
from the police and social services, which he finds demoralising, 
particularly when he is asked, “What did you do first?”43  
  

 

43 This encounter, detailed further in chapter five Narratives with a Message, underscores the systemic 
barriers and biases that complicate the process for men trying to escape abusive situations. 
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Lars also narrates his attempts to seek help from public authorities. He 
recounts living with Jade for approximately 20 years, enduring various 
dimensions of violence, predominantly psychological, emotional, financial, 
and verbal, which he does not recognise fully at the time. Nixon (2011) 
defines this as slow violence; slow violence is “a violence that occurs 
gradually and out of sight, a violence of delayed destruction that is 
dispersed across time and space, an attributional violence that is typically 
not viewed as violence at all” (Nixon, 2011, p. 2). This violence unfolds not 
as a specific, time-bound event, but as a lingering process that manifests 
over time (Nixon, 2011). It is not until post-separation that Lars fully 
comprehends that what he experienced is considered IPV. Furthermore, Lars 
describes his unsuccessful attempts to seek help from social services and 
healthcare providers over the years while in the relationship, and that Jade’s 
behaviour is a symptom of her poor physical and mental health. Without 
assistance, Lars has to manage his victimisation independently. In his 
narrative, Lars appears to be unclear, harbouring a certain duality regarding 
the abuse from Jade inflicted upon him, and this confusion likely contributes 
to his difficulty in seeking help from public authorities.  
 

It’s so contradictory, because on one hand, I’ve come to understand 
myself better, because she helped me to learn things or do things I 
wouldn’t have done otherwise. So, that’s the positive side; that’s the 
advantage for me. But then, there’s the other side; the difficulty in 
daring to, it’s still difficult. […] You realise that what happened was 
really not good, even though I didn’t understand it at the time. […] 
Yes, she took a lot from me. If you could put it that way, she took my 
career in a sense. The opportunity to level up and I should be… she 
stopped me from doing that. Despite being a business owner, you 
could say that it still trapped me. (Lars) 

Lars’s narrative reveals a complex picture, illustrating his deep 
entanglement with conflicting feelings of appreciation and victimisation 
stemming from his relationship with Jade. While he acknowledges the 
personal growth and self-awareness he gains through his relationship with 
Jade, there is also a palpable sense of loss and deep hurt that permeates his 
recounting of events. Not only does he face subordination and end up in an 
entrapped position in his relationship with Jade, but he also encounters 
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violence in the form of psychological, emotional, and financial abuse. Lars 
finds it challenging to articulate the intricacies of his relationship, a 
difficulty accentuated by societal scepticism surrounding the victimisation 
of men in abusive heterosexual relationships. This complexity is magnified 
by research discrepancies in defining IPV, making identifying and defining 
the violence he underwent even more multifaceted. His narrative speaks 
volumes about the subordinate position he found himself in, where he felt 
compelled to sacrifice significant portions of his personal and professional 
life. For instance, he attributes his seemingly stifled career trajectory to 
Jade’s control and manipulative tactics, which trap him in a downward spiral 
and prevent him from ‘levelling up’.  

 
Moreover, it seems like Lars becomes emotionally and physically isolated 
from his family and friends, a manipulative tactic commonly associated with 
abusers who aim to exert control and dominance over their victims (Taylor 
et al., 2022). The situation around the day of their civil marriage ceremony 
serves as a testimony to this isolation, demonstrating Jade’s calculated 
action to create barriers between Lars and his relatives when she schedules 
it on a day she knows his immediate and only relatives cannot attend. In the 
way Lars presents Jade, it seems as if she has a hand in igniting unnecessary 
arguments that create a wedge between him and his social circles, further 
anchoring him in a place of loneliness and subordination. However, amidst 
the distressing recounting of abuse and manipulation, Lars also recognises 
and appreciates the personal growth that occurs through his relationship with 
her, thus indicating a sense of contradiction in his feelings, a juxtaposition 
of gratitude for the positive personal transformations and pain from the 
victimisation he experienced. The complexity in Lars’s feelings highlights 
the confusing and often painful dynamics abusive relationships can entail, 
where love and mistreatment can co-exist, leading to conflicting emotions 
and experiences (e.g., Holmberg & Enander, 2011). As Lars attempts to 
navigate the tumultuous waters of his past relationship with Jade, he 
recounts that he has found solace and grounding in therapy, which has 
helped him to remain in the present and to identify retrospectively the 
unhealthy patterns that pervaded his relationship with Jade. This self-healing 
journey represents Lars’s endeavour to reclaim his life and identity, a painful 
and liberating process, as he seeks to break free from the chains of his past 
and move forward.  
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Defining the violence Lars endures can be interpreted through Giorgio’s 
(2002) concepts of definitional dialogue and definitional hegemony. 
Through the definitional dialogues, Giorgio explores the recognition of 
violence. This lens highlights the recurrent negotiations and assessments 
each partner expresses and internalises concerning the relationship and 
whether the unfolding events can be associated with prevailing definitions 
of violence and abuse. Furthermore, Giorgio also utilises the lens of 
definitional hegemony to interpret how the victimised man describes his 
perception of how the abuser shapes an understanding of which portrayal of 
the relationship is considered valid, and thus has interpretative precedence 
in potential encounters with professionals at various public authorities 
(Giorgio, 2002). Giorgio’s (2002) concepts have similarities with 
Lundgren’s (2012) normalisation process of violence44, wherein violence 
and abuse have become an integrated part of their lives. The boundaries of 
the ongoing violence and abuse are in constant flux, causing difficulty for 
the men in discerning what behaviours are acceptable and leading them to 
walk around on eggshells45. The ever-changing boundaries compound the 
men’s difficulty in recognising, identifying, and monitoring the violence 
they are subjected to (Holmberg & Enander, 2011; Lundgren, 2012).  
 
In the men’s interviews, it is possible to identify the men’s perception of 
how they in hindsight notice how the abusive women’s perspectives and 
realities gradually began to dominate the relationship and how this led the 
men to start questioning their judgments and actions (Stark, 2007). As the 
men narrate their stories, it is noticeable that many of them only recognise 
the patterns of violence after the intimate relationship ends. Violence 
characterised by controlling and coercive behaviours typically escalates 
over time. Therefore, it is not always easy to isolate one specific incident 
that triggers the abuser, which makes it difficult for those subjected to 
violence to understand, recognise, and identify fully what is going on (e.g., 
Ovesen, 2021; Stark & Hester, 2019). Arvid, for instance, conveys his 
experience of his relationship with Maya, illustrating how Maya’s ever-
changing rules create a situation where he can never seem to do things 

 

44  The normalisation process of violence is translated from the Swedish concept of våldets 
normaliseringsprocess, primarily used in the context of men’s violence against women.  
45  There is more discussion on walking around on eggshells in the subsequent section Becoming 
Hypersensitive by Making Oneself Disappear.  
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correctly. The constantly fluctuating rules make it difficult to keep up with 
her expectations. 
 

There’s one thing here, one thing there; after seven years, it’s like 
three thousand little things that I constantly must remember to do 
right. It doesn’t feel natural to me to do them this way, but I’m only 
doing it so she won’t flip out. […] And with time, I guess I’ve seen…. 
Okay, maybe it’s something I must do, because my behaviour was 
wrong before. I’ve blamed myself, and maybe I don’t have the best 
way of being. […] I’ve sat there feeling grateful for this behaviour, 
that she’s helping me improve. (Arvid) 

Arvid’s narrative brings to light his efforts to avoid provoking Maya by 
adjusting his behaviour to meet her expectations, while at the same time, 
expressing gratitude for how she helps him develop and improve. As he 
recounts his experiences, it becomes clear that he carries out rigorous 
routines to avoid her anger, which has a significant impact on his everyday 
life. He finds himself adhering to Maya’s standards of what is ‘right,’ under 
the illusion that she is aiding his personal growth. The relationship dynamic 
Arvid describes mirrors what Lars narrates about his experience with Jade. 
Throughout Arvid’s relationship with Maya, he experiences episodes of 
entrapment, which at the time do not appear as violent or abusive; this 
realisation only comes after they have separated. Additionally, he learns to 
attune his actions and responses to Maya’s mood swings, carefully avoiding 
specific topics that he knows can trigger disputes. 

 
Arvid: You know, it’s just…. Some years certain activities and other 
years, different ones, and then suddenly…. Then a couple of years go 
by, and you realise like, what the hell, I don’t go to anything anymore, 
not the summer party, not the Christmas party. I don’t show up at 
anyone’s birthday or anything like that anymore.  

Caroline: What made you stop attending such gatherings? 

Arvid: I’ve never felt… I felt it wasn’t even worth asking, because I 
knew what the answer would be. 
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Caroline: And what would the answer have been? 

Arvid: Well, I’d either get a damn scolding, that I have the nerve to 
even ask, because it’s such a stupid question. Obviously, I can’t take 
an evening off to go out anywhere, because there’s so much to do at 
home. There are kids to take care of, cleaning to do, meals to cook, 
things to sort out. How could I even think of it? And then it ends with 
me feeling bad, apologising, and she’s furious at me, and I feel 
terrible, and I still don’t go. When this has happened enough times 
over a long enough period, eventually, you stop even asking. You 
don’t even bring it up.  

Upon closer reflection on what Arvid tells, a discernible level of anxiety and 
fear is evident. These feelings are particularly perceptible when he states, “I 
felt it wasn’t even worth asking” and “Well, I’d either get a damn scolding, 
that I have the nerve to even ask.” The former statement suggests an 
underlying fear, grounded in past experiences that asking is futile. The latter 
illustrates the probability of triggering Maya’s irritation or anger merely by 
posing a question perceived as self-evident. Arvid’s storyline indicates that 
the coercive control he underwent involved instilling an insidious fear of 
reprimands for any autonomous decisions he made. Arnold (2009) 
underlines such dynamics as core components in controlling a partner, 
specifically, to induce a sense of walking on eggshells and thereby prevent 
the partner from attaining a state of true relaxation.  
 
According to Arnold (2009), the objective of coercive control extends 
beyond mere behavioural conformity: it seeks to annihilate the individual’s 
autonomy, decision-making capacity, and ability to act independently. The 
fear is entrenched in the victim’s conjecture of potential outcomes, informed 
by past experiences, notwithstanding that recent events may have been 
relatively insignificant (Arnold, 2009). It also appears that Maya expects 
Arvid to abstain from participating in various social activities and a silent 
demand that he ought to be available for household chores and childcare 
duties. While his narrative does not point to physical violence, it illustrates 
the significant impact of abuse on his psychological and emotional well-
being, evidenced by his heightened sense of entrapment. He underscores this 
feeling in the telling of his daily life, where he contacts Maya at the end of 
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his workday to tell her he is on his way home, informing her of any detours, 
such as refuelling the car, which means he might arrive home a little later 
than usual.  
 
The omnipresent control, identified in the men’s narratives, over their spatial 
and temporal independence, incites inner stress, ultimately resulting in 
feelings of entrapment, leading to a gradual erosion of liberty and life in an 
uncertain quagmire. Over time, the boundaries between benevolence and 
malevolence become increasingly challenging to decipher (cf. Havard & 
Lefevre, 2023; Ovesen, 2021; Stark, 2007). Advanced technology and 
mobile phones foster omnipresent accessibility, which might make it harder 
for victimised men to distinguish between care and control (cf. Havard & 
Lefevre, 2023). The men’s accounts do not explicitly convey that the women 
demand their perpetual accessibility via their mobile phones. Nevertheless, 
it becomes increasingly evident in their narratives how they identify the 
mobile phones as contributing to heightened stress levels after their intimate 
relationships end. The mere sound of an incoming call, text, or email 
becomes a stress trigger as the women start leveraging the functionalities of 
mobile devices to impose demands on the men in conjunction with access 
to their children post-separation. For an outsider, these actions by women – 
making a phone call or sending a text or an email – may seem harmless; 
however, for men embroiled in custody disputes, these actions have a toxic 
impact on their emotional and psychological well-being. 

 
Furthermore, the men can embody a sense of conditional freedom through 
these acts, as the women can persist in controlling and coercing them into 
actions against their will; otherwise, the men risk losing visiting and seeing 
their children. Some participating men, especially those in an ongoing and 
protracted custody dispute, experience this freedom, which represents a 
form of coercive control and is perplexing to identify or recognise as it is 
not confined to a single action. Instead, it is a pattern consisting of multiple 
multifaceted actions escalating slowly and subtly over time. Stark (2007) 
often mentions this form of coercive control as a condition of unfreedom; 
however, in this study, the term suitable is conditional freedom, as that is 
how the men implicitly talk about their experiences post-separation.  
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Generally, the accounts of the men exhibit a complex nature of defining 
violence and abuse, resonating with the underscored concept. Their 
narratives encapsulate multifaceted dialogues, each possessing distinct 
interpretative precedence. The precedence is contingent upon who 
delineates the incidents and the intended recipient of these accounts. 
Abusive relationships reinforce control dynamics by establishing and 
modifying relationship rules. These rules, which may be explicitly stated or 
derived from intimidation, are unilaterally imposed by one partner, and 
violations incur ramifications (Donovan & Hester, 2015). Coercive control 
often appears as a state of oppression, which is difficult to pinpoint due to 
its culminating nature and slow development over time (Nixon, 2011; Stark, 
2012; Stark & Hester, 2019). 

 

Damned If You Do, Damned If You Don’t!  
During the analytical process, a recurrent underlying phrase indicates 
experiences of double-binded violence in the men’s narratives. In 1963, 
anthropologist Bateson and his colleagues identified the concept of double-
binded. Researchers initially identified schizophrenia as a complex 
communication pattern among people diagnosed with the condition.  
Bateson et al. (1963) highlight that all human communication is complex, 
and that context is essential in making sense of and understanding the 
patterns of double-binded communication and interaction. This complexity 
in communication, which encompasses the articulation of words, the tone of 
voice, and one’s body language, can create a fertile ground for manipulation 
and control, pointing to a potential overlap with Stark’s (2007) concept of 
coercive control. According to Stark’s framework, individuals use 
manipulative communication to exert power and control, and these are 
central to understanding the dynamics of coercive control, where victims 
experience a complex web of subjugation, often extending beyond physical 
violence to emotional and psychological abuse (e.g., Havard, 2019). 
Therefore, it is possible to recognise double-binded violence as a 
sophisticated form of coercive control that exploits the intricacies of 
communication to dominate and manipulate victims. It relies heavily on 
both explicit and implicit messages conveyed in the past and on non-verbal 
cues given.   
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Mikael’s narrative illustrates how the coercive control framework can subtly 
manifest itself, which is crucial for understanding double-binded violence. 
He describes his relationship with Elena as navigating a “duck pond,” where 
he becomes intimately familiar with “every single millimetre” (Mikael). 
This metaphor emphasises his profound awareness and strategic adaptation 
within the relationship. Despite its destructiveness, Mikael’s deep 
knowledge of the environment keeps him bound to Elena, as stepping away 
means venturing into uncharted waters. Upon eventually distancing himself 
from the relationship, Mikael expresses feeling like he plunged into the 
ocean’s depths. Though he eventually resurfaces, the vastness that greeted 
him at first was overwhelming, leaving him unsure of which path to choose, 
as Elena had always made those decisions for him. 

 
Yes, indirectly she has done that [made decisions], because you 
always want, you don’t want conflicts, and by not wanting conflicts, 
you’re willing to do what she wants for the sake of peace. That means 
sacrificing yourself. It’s so terrible, because even if you notice it, you 
don’t think you’re worth it, and you think, Ah, it doesn’t matter. 
(Mikael) 

Mikael’s narrative reveals similarities with patterns of coercive control, 
ultimately resulting in a cyclical pattern and Mikael’s ability to anticipate 
various outcomes in different situations. This observation aligns with 
Stark’s (2007) exploration of how victims endeavour to meet the demands 
and expectations of their aggressor, because they are vulnerable to potential 
consequences. This power dynamic engenders fear and anxiety, while the 
superior’s influence progressively transfers and becomes internalised by the 
subordinate. Stark (2007) draws a parallel between such circumstances and 
the Stockholm syndrome, where the subordinate increasingly adapts the 
erratic behaviour of the superior to mitigate adverse ramifications46. Arvid, 
like Mikael, talks about his gradual adaptation of behaviour and actions in 
the relationship with Maya to pre-empt her passive-aggressive reactions. 
Moreover, Arvid highlights his struggle to comply with Maya’s ever-

 

46 A further exploration of the Stockholm syndrome will be discussed in the subsequent section 
Becoming Hypersensitive by Making Oneself Disappear.  
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changing rules that dictate behavioural and situational norms, despite 
frequent lapses. 

 
I have adjusted my behaviour so that she won’t explode. That’s what 
I’ve realised afterwards. I’ve changed my thinking and my values… 
my way of being, because I’ve adapted to the environment just to 
make it bearable at home. […] I had to keep track of a thousand little 
things all the time, so I learned as I went along. And these are the 
most mundane little things in everyday life that must be [….] In the 
end, when I finally started to stand up for myself […] then I was 
accused of belittling her, yes. As soon as I spoke up and said 
something, I thought, Well, okay, sorry. It was my mistake. I take 
back what I said, and I’ll go and do what you told me to do. […] I 
mean, before I grasped the behaviour itself, what drives her, and when 
I was so damn insecure about myself and my behaviour, standing 
there unsure of what it is I’m doing wrong, and thinking if it’s me 
who’s at fault or… then I was… I was accused of controlling and 
deciding everything. Yeah, that’s when I sat down terrified in a corner 
and didn’t dare do anything, because as soon as I did something, I 
was accused of controlling the whole situation, of doing everything. 
In this way, she managed to manipulate me even after the separation. 
(Arvid)  

In the above excerpt, Arvid shows how he perceives Maya’s 
micromanaging47 to have impacted his daily life, behaviour, and personal 
values (e.g., Fontes, 2015; Stark, 2007). Even after their separation, there is 
significant influence from Maya’s comments on his life. Arvid describes 
that initially when Maya’s behaviour started to change, he perceived it as a 
sign of her caring, and he believed that Maya only wanted to help him 
improve, develop, and become the best version of himself, which aligns with 
what Bateson et al. (1963) describe as a (dis)honest and manipulative 
declaration of love or attraction that comes with an implied demand for a 

 

47 Micromanage in the context of IPV, and where the aggressor is a woman, can be described as an 
oppressive form of control that is characterised by excessive monitoring and regulation of her partner’s 
behaviour. This control limits the man’s autonomy and freedom, to the point where his freedom becomes 
conditional, as described in the prior section Invisible Boundaries – Ever-Changing Expectations.  
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response, which is concealed from those outside of the relationship. 
However, the intended recipient, the man, has become adept at recognising 
the various attitudes communicated by the controlling and dominating 
partner in the relationship, and he understands what each attitude may entail, 
as illustrated in the excerpts from Mikael’s and Arvid’s narratives. The 
atmosphere and context in which these underlying behaviours occur matter 
to those involved, particularly if the subordinate does not understand the 
hidden and implied hints, like those Arvid experiences with Maya. On such 
occasions, the controlled man may try to seek clarification, leading to the 
emergence of meta-communication, which can be said to be communication 
about communication – and which may result in subsequent ramifications 
(Bateson et al., 1963;  cf. Litz, 2011; Nardone & Portelli, 2007). Hence, the 
phrase “Damned if you do, damned if you don’t” applies, in that regardless 
of the actions taken by the subordinate men, they cannot win, because the 
superior women constantly change their demands and rules.  

 
In another instance, Samuel describes retrospectively how in his young 
adulthood, he was unprepared for what life had to offer and he was duped 
into an intimate relationship with Klara. It is possible to establish a 
connection between Samuel’s sense of being deceived and Klara’s lack of 
‘genuine love’ towards him, as described by Samuel. The more he discloses, 
the more there are similarities with what Bateson et al. (1963) and Bateson 
(2002) interpret as a dishonest and manipulative declaration of love or 
attraction that, in the case of Samuel and Klara, was invisible to Samuel’s 
eyes. 

 
Well, when I think about it, we didn’t have such a great relationship 
either. She never showed any ‘genuine’ love or anything like that; 
instead, it was always about feeling sorry for her in one way or 
another. But I had, yeah. I had to be more of a caretaker. […] Well, I 
admit that I had it [feelings of love] in the beginning, but then it was 
like… it just shifted into me feeling sorry for her. (Samuel)  

Samuel’s description of his shifting feelings from love to pity indicates a 
manipulative dynamic where Klara’s actions evoke his sympathy rather than 
genuine affection. This shift from love to pity left Samuel vulnerable to 
emotional manipulation. In the way Samuel talks about his relationship with 
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Klara, it is ostensible that he feels she knows which “buttons to push” to 
inflict harm on him, resulting in him constantly being on edge, trying to 
anticipate Klara’s mood and actions daily. Like Mikael and Arvid, Samuel 
internalises his partner’s projected emotions, behaviour, and thoughts about 
him, and similar to the other participating men who have been subjected to 
double-binded violence, there comes a point when he starts realising that 
everything he is or does, is not his fault. 

 
It was towards the end of… the last six months… when we were 
together, and then it just kept getting worse and worse. And it was 
like…. I think I actually built up strength by understanding that I 
actually didn’t do anything wrong, that I’m not… not the monster she 
says I am and… (Samuel) 

Before Samuel reaches that juncture, he describes how Klara succeeds in 
diminishing him through the imposition of blaming, leading to a 
deterioration of his self-confidence and self-worth. This erosion process 
within the framework of double-binded violence is perceived to unfold 
subtly and invisibly to those outside of the relationship and occasionally to 
those inside the relationship. It exists as a dimension of violence that is 
constantly present in the men’s minds – a form of underlying violence – both 
during and after the intimate relationship ends. Being subjected to double-
binded violence aligns with how coercive control can be defined and how 
coercive control forms a continuum (Arnold, 2009). Arnold views coercive 
control and partner assault (a term used by Stark) as part of a continuum of 
power and control rather than separate dimensions (Arnold, 2009; Stark, 
2009). It is noticeable in the men’s narratives that their experiences of 
double-binded violence are part of a bigger picture filled with different 
patterns of behaviour that need to be stored in the memory of the men 
regarding each dimension of violence, including coercive control. 
 

Becoming Hypersensitive by Making Oneself Disappear 
Connection is why we’re here. We are hardwired to connect with 
others, it’s what gives purpose and meaning to our lives, and without 
it there is suffering. (Brown, 2012, p. 27) 
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Brown (2012) suggests that nearly everyone seeks a special emotional bond 
or connection with someone. In the interviews, it becomes evident that the 
men develop strong emotional bonds with their female partners, 
experiencing a range of emotions such as love, loss, attraction, confusion, 
fear, shame, and suffering. While the former emotions are observable to 
others, the latter feelings often remain hidden, deeply felt within these men. 
Emotions, when not manifested outwardly, can lead these men to experience 
feelings of loneliness, powerlessness, and resignation. Such concealed 
emotions often deter them from disclosing their authentic emotional state to 
others, as doing so would necessitate revealing the true nature of their 
intimate relationship. 
 
These difficult emotions often cause the men to doubt their thoughts and 
reactions to prevailing circumstances. This further substantiates why these 
men often develop techniques that aid in discerning their partner’s mood, 
striving to circumvent any actions that may provoke annoyance or 
irritability. The goal is to avert finding themselves in unpleasant situations. 
While not always successful, developing such defensive mechanisms 
indicates these men are becoming increasingly attuned to their partner’s 
behavioural nuances and mood shifts. Living in a perpetual state of readiness 
to interpret their partner’s behaviour presents a strenuous reality for men in 
these circumstances. Constantly being on high alert and uncertain about how 
their female partners will behave or respond, contributes to hypersensitivity 
in these men, particularly towards their girlfriends, wives, or partners, and 
with time, many men learn to live with this constant vigilance as a necessary 
measure. 

 
One man, Mikael, in particular illustrates hypersensitivity, where during his 
25-year marriage to Elena, he develops a heightened sensitivity towards her. 
Because of the violence he endures over the years, he becomes 
subconsciously hypersensitive towards even the slightest change in Elena’s 
behaviour and mood. He becomes adept at detecting shifts in her tone of 
voice – whether it is pitchy, sharp with clenched jaws, practically inaudible, 
or overly kind – as well as her body language, such as narrowed or dark 
eyes, her posture, and movements. 
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Mikael describes how he frequently relies on his hypersensitivity during 
social gatherings when they host friends and family for dinner. Whenever 
guests praise Mikael for his cooking or the pleasant atmosphere, he 
emphasises Elena’s role in orchestrating the event. He has learned from past 
experiences that failing to do so would result in consequences after the 
guests leave. Eventually, it becomes second nature for Mikael to highlight 
Elena’s ‘contribution’, even though he has done all the work himself. As 
Mikael continues his story, it is evident that he has developed the ability to 
“read her eyes,” discerning whether Elena is pleased with him or not. 
Mikael’s account implies a constant fear of not knowing if his actions agree 
with Elena’s demands, desires, and expectations, leading to a constant sense 
of uncertainty characteristic of being subjected to double-binded violence.  
 

Yes, yes, her gazes, not so much body language. But yeah, her gazes 
and stuff, how people, friends have said that they noticed [what was 
going on]. I thought I was damn good at hiding it, you know? I just 
tried to focus on doing everything right so that I would get praised.  
You know, we seek validation. When you constantly hear that you’re 
crap every single day, it was fun when we had guests, because I could 
experience something enjoyable, you know. It was so damn awful 
when they were about to leave, I thought, Fuck! I immediately 
thought, Well, have I said something stupid, like, have I done 
something that may…? You know that uncomfortable feeling. […] 
Defeated, yeah, I went through if there was something she might say. 
A damn uncomfortable feeling… to constantly, constantly think and 
ask yourself. […] I constantly had to think, Okay, no… wait, if I do 
it like this or say this, or do that, then maybe… she won’t be mad. 
(Mikael) 

In the way Mikael tells about his experiences, it is possible to identify how 
he always tries to calculate and gauge Elena’s mood and desires and how it 
affects his choice of words, actions, and behaviours to avoid consequences. 
Mikael’s efforts to sidestep the sensation of being double-bound are 
noticeable. Like other men in comparable relationships, Mikael hones a 
heightened sensitivity by observing his partner closely to ward off trouble. 
By constantly attending to these details, the men gain insights and 
understand the subtle dynamics in the relationship.   
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“[To] become so sensitive to the emotional impulses of the person it 
fears that it feels the passion of the aggressor as its own. Thus, fear 
… can turn into … adoration.”48 A similar phenomenon, in which 
people who are powerless in the face of threat comply not only in 
their behavior but in their emotions, is the “Stockholm syndrome”, in 
which prisoners develop feelings of sympathy, protectiveness, 
attraction, even love toward their captors. Feeling the part, I think, 
allows us to play the required role flawlessly. Yet there is always 
some piece of one’s own perception that remains and resists giving 
itself up to identification, however lost it may appear to be (Frankel, 
2002, p. 104) 49. 

The men describe becoming hypersensitive 50 (albeit not explicitly 
expressed), which is a reaction or consequence that has arisen after being 
subjected to violence, and which helps them sense and read the women’s 
behaviour, movements, posture, habits, and mood. This situation is similar 
to what is observed in the Stockholm Syndrome, where the subordinate 
begins to internalise the capricious behaviour of their superior partner to 
mitigate adverse outcomes. Within the realm of the Stockholm syndrome, 
Racker’s (1968/2018) theory of identification with the aggressor arises, 
suggesting two types: concordant identification and complementary 
identification. Concordant identification suggests that a man empathetically 
understands his partner, transforming his experiences to fit with the 
woman’s self-presentation. As a result, the man determines who he is 
expected to be, and he begins associating his feelings and behaviour with 
the woman’s inner object – her ‘other’ – culminating in complementary 
identification guiding his subservience to her (Frankel, 2002; Racker, 
1968/2018). An example of concordant identification is when one person is 
in a relationship with someone who feels resentment and outrage about 
injustice or inequality, and the person’s response mirrors that of the other. 
Conversely, complementary identification is when the person’s response to 

 

48 Original text from Ferenczi, 1932, p. 91; in Frankel, 2002, p. 104; quotation marks and punctuations 
in original. 
49 Original text from Ferenczi, 1932, pp. 17, 19, 113; in Frankel, 2002, p. 104; quotation marks in 
original. 
50 Originally expressed by Lahav, Y. (2021), Lahav, Y. (2022), and Lahav, Y., et al., (2022).  
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the first person’s resentment and outrage is to feel guilt or sadness as if one 
is the cause of the other person’s emotions. These identification processes 
are not confined to abstract theorising, but can manifest in very real, 
damaging dynamics, as observed in violent and abusive relationships. In 
these circumstances, the subordinate man may experience both 
complementary and concordant identification with the superior woman, 
effectively blurring the line between the two categories (Frankel, 2002; e.g., 
Ferenczi, 1932; Mucci, 2017). 
 
Invisible Frays While in Hypersensitivity 
Further illuminating these complex dynamics, Forkby (2005) characterises 
hypersensitivity as a perpetual process involving constant observation, 
analysis, and presence of mind to gauge the other person’s mental state. This 
hypersensitivity, a meta-level phenomenon within the interaction between 
two intimate partners, involves the subordinate man constantly synthesising 
information to understand the superior woman better (Forkby, 2005). 
Similar to the meta-communication seen in situations of double-binded 
violence, this process helps construct and continuously reconstruct the 
subordinate partner’s knowledge of the superior partner’s behaviours, mood 
swings, and actions. 
 
From this perspective, hypersensitivity can be interpreted as a concept that 
is an ever-present meta-process bearing patterns of actions where 
conspectus, a library of knowledge, and coordination occur. Forkby’s 
(2005) work helps to identify the men’s actions and responses in terms of 
patterns, especially since conspectus can be seen as constantly trying to 
visualise the women’s persona51 and the situation that surrounds them as a 
couple. The men live in constant vigilance to detect anything out of the 
ordinary or deviant in their female partner’s behaviour or to recognise an 
already known alarming behaviour. The men search for anything that can 
indicate a change in any way. The conspectus in this context can also relate 
to complementary identification, where the men develop a detailed 

 

51 When using ‘persona’, I mean the behaviour or mood of the woman, which is like what Lahav (2022) 
refers to as the aggressor’s inner experiences.  
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understanding of their partner’s moods and reactions in order to avoid 
conflict.  
 
Mikael shows hypersensitive behaviour when he narrates trying to visualise 
Elena’s frame of mind when they are having guests or when he is coming 
home from work. This tactic helps Mikael (and other men) to transform 
current ideas and store new information about the superior partner’s 
behaviours in his library of knowledge about the woman; in this way, he 
stays on guard and walks around on eggshells. Communication between the 
subordinate man’s constant conspectus and library of knowledge and the 
superior woman is coordinated in the man’s memory bank to facilitate 
synchronisation of various parts of the relationship. For this coordination to 
work, however, an updated library of knowledge about the woman’s every 
movement in social spaces is required, and this update is achieved through 
a contextual depiction of time, space, patterns of action (similar to coercive 
control), and agency (Forkby, 2005). This coordination mirrors concordant 
identification, where behaviours and emotional responses are tightly 
synchronised to anticipate and align with the superior partner’s expectations 
and demands.  

 
When and if the men manage to leave a destructive relationship, it is not 
uncommon that various dimensions escalate and change character – 
especially noticeable after a separation. Often, violence transforms into a 
more passive-aggressive behaviour and relocates to happen in a different 
arena and platform, such as via emails, texts, and phone calls around the 
clock. Each time the phone ‘pings’ with a notification of an incoming text, 
email, or call, the inner stress and anxiety level peaks, reviving traumatic 
memories for the men. The women’s new ways to try to control and gain 
power are mainly noticeable in the narratives of men who have children with 
their ex-partners. Christer’s account elucidates the increased internal stress 
he endures after his separation from Julia, primarily owing to her persistent 
efforts to control and govern his life. This manipulation mainly occurs 
through continual changes to their pre-established schedule for their son’s 
alternating residence. These changes chiefly transpire through emails, a 
method Christer has resorted to after deciding to block Julia due to her 
relentless and untimely calls, which he identifies as significantly stress-
inducing and disruptive.   
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Further, Christer details how Julia’s voluminous and frequently disparaging 
emails, meant to belittle and demean him as a person and a father, serve as 
substantial stressors, arriving indiscriminately at all hours. Christer recounts 
incurring considerable psychological, emotional, and physical strain when 
reading these emails. His interactions with Julia lead to adverse effects on 
his overall well-being, instigating feelings of unease – a discomfort he 
acknowledges as an inevitable aspect of their shared parenthood. 

 
Due to the uncertainty of what will happen next, it’s not violence in 
the traditional sense, but rather a bombardment of demeaning emails. 
[…] They are mainly emails; there are no texts or phone calls. I’ve 
blocked her number on my phone, because if I hadn’t, she would 
undoubtedly call me nonstop. Or she would send texts – the emails 
are… oh, yes, they are like novels each time, confusing and jumbled 
up. […] It’s extremely difficult to extract only the crucial 
information. When I find myself in the position of having to read 
these, I become very stressed and uncomfortable, and I don’t have the 
energy to endure further humiliation. I’m not good enough. I’m 
like… reading with my whole body and only feeling discomfort and 
fear, that’s all. (Christer) 

Christer’s account underscores the profound impact that his sustained 
interaction with Julia has on his life. He is in a predicament where 
communication with the mother of his son is necessary in order for their 
alternating custody arrangement to function. Christer senses that Julia exerts 
control and power over him, producing negative repercussions. The mere 
receipt of an email from her can trigger discomfort and fear, mirroring the 
sentiments articulated in Alfred’s narrative. Alfred describes how Sissela 
still has the power to affect him and how the past can resurface, especially 
every time his phone makes a sound resembling an incoming text or email, 
reflecting a continuous conspectus of her behaviours and a complementary 
identification with her anticipated reactions. 

 
Alfred: Yes, yes, yes. That’s how it was! 

Caroline: So, you never relaxed? 
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Alfred: No, but no, that’s how it was. […] The first six months [into 
the relationship], like, or something, I remember thinking that as soon 
as the phone beeped [what is it now?]…. And it’s like that today, too, 
you know. This is very strange. It must… I must have been very 
damaged in this relationship, because I know that as soon as I get a 
text, I think it’s from this mum [Sissela] of my son, that it’s something 
shitty like, too.  

Caroline: What happens to you when your phone beeps?  

Alfred: No, the first thing I think is that it’s something bad like ˗ do 
you understand what I mean? So… 

Caroline: But when you see that it’s not her [Sissela], how…? 

Alfred: No, then I feel a sense of relief.  

Alfred primarily attributes his heightened anxiety and stress levels to the 
residual effects of his relationship with Sissela. The beep of his phone 
triggers memories of his past experiences with her, causing his stress levels 
to soar. During their relationship, Alfred develops hypersensitivity to 
Sissela’s mood swings and behaviours, resulting in a pervasive feeling of 
constantly having to tiptoe around her and decipher her emotional state. This 
heightened alertness persists even though their intimate relationship has 
ended. Nonetheless, they maintain regular contact due to their shared 
custody of their son; thus, Alfred is continually updating his library of 
knowledge and coordinating his responses based on this accumulated 
understanding when he thinks it is Sissela’s ping: “I believe that it’s her! 
[And] that she’s going to say something. Something to hurt me. […] Since I 
feel that she’s using my son to get to me.” (Alfred) 

 
Alfred explains that he and Sissela agree to share custody once the paternity 
confirmation is complete. Only then does Sissela discover this agreement 
also means shared parental leave, split 50/50. Subsequently, she attempts to 
persuade Alfred to transfer 82 of his days to her. Alfred refuses and offers 
to stay home with their son, a proposal Sissela does not appreciate. Alfred 
recounts how Sissela threatens him, stating that she will apply for sole 
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custody as he is not cooperating by denying her the additional 82 days at 
home with their son. Since then, Sissela has attempted to sabotage Alfred’s 
scheduled time with his son by cancelling arrangements. Alfred interprets 
this behaviour as a strategy to accuse him of being unwilling or unable to 
cooperate when the social services question him about their shared 
parenting. Alfred advances his narrative, asserting, “She scares me. The 
mother scares me, and she has… she can do it, because the system is 
constructed that way.” This statement reflects Alfred’s belief that non-
residential parents seemingly have limited rights regarding their children. 
He continues, “When you’re not the residential parent, you are often in dire 
straits, no matter what. And it doesn’t matter if it’s true or not, you’re 
screwed.” Alfred claims that Sissela wants to maintain power and control 
over him, even after their separation. Any degree of contact entails increased 
stress levels and heightened hypersensitivity for these men, because the 
‘door’ to their library of knowledge opens as their partner’s persona is stored 
in their memory bank. The opening of these collections of the past invokes 
images and feelings about what they had to endure from their partner. They 
see how her persona also makes them enter a state of complementary 
identification in making them more invisible due to the unpredictability of 
their ex-partner’s mood and behaviour. With the women’s struggle for 
power in the relationship, Christer and Alfred feel increased sensitivity in 
how they interact with their partners. 
 
Hypersensitivity can be viewed as a parallel position and an essential part 
of a couple’s attitude toward each other, at the same time as it remains 
elusive. Communication between those involved can be interpreted as a 
game, in which the men constantly attend to the woman’s reaction or action 
to ensure that what he says or does is correct and satisfactory according to 
her expectations. Hypersensitivity is continuously present in the couple’s 
information exchanges in how they behave and perceive each other, 
depending on their social context. From the perspective of Lahav (2022), it 
is feasible to apply identification with the aggressor to IPV, because of the 
“victims’ adoption of their partners’ perspectives, and their hypersensitivity 
towards their partners, may lead to minimizing/denying the abuse, or feeling 
sympathy for/appeasing these partners, who often display remorse for their 
past violent acts” (Lahav, 2022, p. 1819). 
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Identifying with the aggressor helps victims of IPV endure an abusive 
relationship (Frankel, 2002; Mucci, 2017); however, identifying with the 
aggressor and thus becoming hypersensitive entails being constantly on 
edge and not knowing if, when, or how the partner’s ways of communication 
will change. Thus, this situation creates a high level of stress, insecurity, and 
fatigue for the victim. Ultimately, a relationship containing coercive control, 
double-binded violence, and hypersensitivity becomes destructive for the 
one trapped in the dilemma or relationship. Leaving an intimate relationship 
characterised by violence, abuse, and coercion can be difficult, because of 
the established emotional bonds between the victim and the aggressor. It 
often takes several attempts before the victim breaks free and does not return 
(cf. Enander & Holmberg, 2008; Holmberg & Enander, 2011). Similar to 
Enander’s (2008) opinion, Lahav (2022) expresses that one of several 
obstacles that victim of IPV “face is difficulty of cutting the strong bonds to 
their perpetrator and freeing themselves from mental captivity” (Lahav, 
2022, p. 1831). 

 
Lahav and Enander indicate that the victim’s hypersensitivity (Lahav, 2022) 
and emotional/traumatic bonds (Enander, 2008) regarding the partner’s 
demands, needs, and urges may increase positive emotions such as empathy, 
care, and compassion toward the partner. Such positive emotions may be a 
reason why victims of IPV have difficulties leaving a violent relationship. 
Significantly, becoming hypersensitive and the risk of losing oneself 
increase due to failed attempts to maintain the boundaries between the 
needs, emotions, and demands of the partner and oneself. Hypersensitivity 
is a cognitively emotional state of the victim, which in the event of a 
separation, tends to become a powerful force negatively affected by the fact 
that the victim senses the partner’s inner experiences (Lahav, 2022) – 
becoming hypersensitive results from intimately connecting with the person 
who treats you violently and degradingly. In this thesis, hypersensitivity is 
an abused man’s strategy to adjust to, or avoid, the violence his female 
partner subjects him to. When a man becomes hypersensitive, he slowly 
starts to modify his everyday life, adjusting his behaviour, moves, needs, 
and urges to suit his partner’s reality and inner experiences, like what Lahav 
claims as inner experiences, or like the sociological concept often used in 
IPV contexts – internalisation (e.g., Lien & Lorentzen, 2019). Among the 
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participating men, becoming hypersensitive is a central concept relating to 
the women’s behavioural patterns.  
 
Hypersensitivity can be identified as a form of complementary 
identification, where victimised and vulnerable men adopt their partner’s 
perspectives and moods, constantly adjusting their behaviours to avoid 
conflict. The ‘new’ behaviour of the men ties back to conspectus, as he 
maintains a vigilant awareness of all past interactions, forming a 
comprehensive library of knowledge. Such detailed memory helps 
coordinate his responses to his partner’s expected behaviours, effectively 
navigating the complexities of daily life under coercive control. Ultimately, 
the ongoing conspectus, or continuous monitoring of the partner’s attitudes 
and behaviours, plays a crucial role in how these men manage their 
responses within the relationship. This conspectus relies heavily on a 
sophisticated library of knowledge about past behaviours, which aids in 
coordinating their behaviours in a way that they hope will mitigate potential 
adverse interactions. Though exhausting and often degrading, these efforts 
indicate a deep complementary identification with the aggressor, as these 
men align their responses to fit the anticipated needs or reactions of their 
partners. 
 

Navigating Custody Disputes and Systemic Barriers 
In the study, a significant portion of the men, namely, 13 out of the 18 
fathers, report being entangled in ongoing custody disputes, highlighting 
their efforts to secure shared or sole custody of their children. Common 
among the 13 fathers, is a discernible pattern in their shared experiences. 
They perceive their female partners to be manipulating the support systems 
and resources designed for IPV victims to their advantage. They describe 
instances where their partners falsely accuse them of violence towards 
themselves and the children, leading social services to intervene and place 
four out of these 13 women and their child/ren in women’s shelters.  
 
The manipulation often results in the men losing contact with their children, 
a tactic seemingly used against them in family court and other custody-
related legal proceedings. Their stories shed light on a systemic bias where 
women’s accounts are often prioritised, leading to a majority being granted 
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sole custody. Consequently, men are left to navigate the complexities of 
visitation rights, sometimes under supervision. These complicated 
circumstances align with the results of existing research, suggesting a 
unique set of challenges male victims encounter, especially in how female 
abusers exploit institutional frameworks – such as social services and family 
courts – to maintain control. The behaviour agrees closely with what Bates 
and Hine (2023) describe as coercive control and psychological violence, 
illustrating a form of legal and administrative aggression identified by 
Tilbrook et al. (2010). The aggressors exploit the biases of institutions who 
traditionally favour mothers, thereby leveraging the societal role to exert 
control over their male partners (Bates & Hine, 2023).  
 
Further, emphasising the gendered dynamics at play, Bates and Hine (2023) 
articulate how children often become instruments in these coercive and 
controlling behaviours, with false allegations serving as a critical tool for 
female abusers. This manipulation not only reflects broader concerns shared 
by parents in abusive relationships, but also underscores the specific 
vulnerabilities faced by men. They find themselves in dual invisibility – both 
as victims of IPV and as fathers – rendering them invisible within the 
systems designed to protect and support victims of abuse (Bates & Hine, 
2023). 

 
[C]hildren were routinely utilised as part of coercive and controlling 
behaviours, for example, through the use of false allegations (i.e., of 
men’s abuse towards their children), and the use of children to 
humiliate men (i.e., denying paternity). […] men reported that their 
wives threatened to remove the children from the home as a means of 
control. […] many of the behaviours described, particularly in 
relation to false allegations, were only available to female abusers due 
to stereotypes around IPV which frame men as the unilateral 
perpetrators of violence against women, which women then use 
against their male partners as part of their abuse. As with post-
separation abuse, these experiences therefore arguably not only 
reflect concerns over children that both men and women share whilst 
in abusive relationships, but also the gender-specific concerns of men 
who feel invisible to systems both as victims of IPV and fathers 
(Bates & Hine, 2023, pp. 4-5, emphasis in original).  
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Building on Bates and Hine’s (2023) observation, the accounts of the men 
collected in this study vividly illustrate the complexities of manipulation 
tactics employed in custody disputes, mainly through false accusations. 
Although this strategy may be employed by all conflicting parties, the 
narratives analysed in this study show that it is predominantly accessible to, 
and utilised by, female abusers52. Prevailing stereotypes cast men as the 
principal aggressors in IPV scenarios, which lead men to face a dual 
invisibility (or double victimisation as previously mentioned) when they 
strive for fair custody arrangements. Such experiences not only mirror the 
broader concerns shared by both genders in abusive relationships, but also 
highlight the specific gender challenges confronting them. 
 
Adam’s experience offers critical knowledge of these challenges in action. 
His journey through a prolonged custody dispute begins abruptly when 
Viola decides to end their relationship, leading to his immediate eviction 
and subsequent legal battles over custody. The very night of their separation, 
Adam is confronted with the reality of his situation through receiving 
divorce papers, making the start of a challenging ordeal. The strategic use 
of legal and administrative systems by Viola to question the competence and 

 

52 The thesis findings reveal a complex tapestry of custody and residential scenarios, without any ‘clear 
winners’ between men and women. Four men, Oscar, Ezio, Axel, and Noel, faced situations where their 
partners and child/ren were placed in women’s shelters, raising allegations of misusing legal and 
administrative services for further abuse towards the men. Notably, Axel obtained sole custody of his 
and Signe’s son, a less common outcome echoed among most men. Nicholas, for instance, obtained 
custody for his three biological children with Shanelle, while Shanelle’s two children from previous 
relationships were placed in foster care. Most of the 13 men describe how their child/ren primarily 
reside(s) with their mothers, marking women as the primary residential parent. However, fathers like 
Oscar, Ezio, Saleh, Vincent, Samuel, Christer, Nils, Alfred, Adam, Walter, and Harry retained some 
custody, supervised visitations, or visitation rights. Elias and Noel have shared custody. The interviews 
also uncovered numerous ongoing custody disputes, with Harry’s extending internationally. Different 
relationship dynamics were noticeable, as Saleh, Ezio, Christer, and Walter have children with other 
women without having experienced a custody dispute after the ending of that relationship. Samuel’s 
situation is notably intricate, dealing with custody disputes in two different relationships. He has been 
the residential parent for the two children he shares with Klara, who showed disinterest in parenting. 
Despite having sole care for a few years, however, when he sought sole custody, social services opted to 
wait, in order for Klara to have time for a change of heart. Today these two children have reached young 
adulthood and can make their own decisions. Meanwhile, Ellie, mother of Samuel’s third child, remains 
residential parent, and he has visitation rights. These varied narratives underscore the intricate, often 
demanding custody and parenting landscape encountered in the thesis.  
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rights of Adam as a father reflects the manipulative tactics identified by 
Bates and Hine (2023) and reveals the impact such actions can have on the 
individuals involved. The story of Adam, emblematic of many others in this 
thesis, brings to light the intricate web of control and coercion that female 
(ex-)partners extend beyond the couple’s separation, utilising the judicial 
and social welfare systems to exert influence and maintain control and 
power over male partners.  

 
This pattern of manipulation becomes even more noticeable during the 
custody dispute Adam talks about concerning his daughter. He learns that 
Viola obtained an interim court decision regarding her first child from a 
previous relationship, placing that child with its biological father. 
Concurrently, authorities initiate an investigation into his daughter’s well-
being. According to Adam, this marks the beginning of the carousel of 
Viola’s relocations between municipalities, because social services begin 
questioning Viola’s report about Adam physically abusing and sexually 
assaulting his daughter, which Adam claims to be false allegations. Further, 
Adam perceives Viola’s habit of recurringly reporting him for various acts 
against his daughter and how these allegations and reports seemingly have 
a pattern, in that, over the years, they coincide with the court proceedings 
regarding custody hearings. Adam says that Viola’s behaviour and actions 
interrupt his visitation for shorter or longer periods.  
 
Adam also talks about one situation, in which a report is made to both social 
services and the police. Adam explains he is unable to see his daughter for 
over six months despite the investigation being closed. Social services has 
allegedly failed to inform Adam that the case is closed, which he describes 
as enabling Viola to exploit the prolonged interruption of visitation during 
the ongoing custody dispute. Adam perceives this oversight as assisting 
Viola in preventing contact between him and his daughter, and he also 
mentions how he perceives this as a recurring weapon of choice by Viola in 
her attempts to continue to hurt him. He also mentions that he reported Viola 
to social services for being violent and abusive towards their daughter over 
the years, because he describes how he detected bruises and injuries on his 
daughter on several occasions, and also that the daughter herself disclosed 
to social services and the police that her mother hits her, and she expressed 
a wish to live with her father. In his version of events, he feels that his 
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daughter’s claims are not taken seriously by the authorities, and as a result, 
Adam perceives that social services solely prioritise the narrative of Viola 
while disregarding his claims and experiences, thus making him feel 
invisible and silenced.  
 

The thing is, I made reports to social services after the separation, 
because [when] my daughter arrived, she had a large wound on her 
left ear. I found out that someone had pulled her ear. She had 
handprints on her buttocks, completely red. Someone had hit her. In 
a custody dispute, as a father, if I make a report to social services, 
most of the time they just shrug it off and close the case. Imagine my 
surprise when the same photos I had sent to social services a year 
later, the ones with the ear, were used against me. […] They put a 
stop to visitation. Then… the police call me in, and I get a solicitor 
[…], and they interrogate me. “What did Adam do?” she [the 
solicitor] says. So, they present this photo. “Oh,” she says, takes out 
the same photo, the original, digitally, and shows it. Exactly the same 
photo… “But we have the original,” the solicitor says, in other words, 
the raw format. The police drop the investigation. Social services 
continue with the investigation though. (Adam)  

Adam is left with a sense of resignation and powerlessness towards social 
services and their handling of the custody dispute and the reports made by 
both Viola and himself. During the interview, Adam expresses, “[When] I 
report it (…) they immediately close the case, but when she [Viola] reports 
it, they stop visitation and launch a major investigation. That threat has been 
hanging over me all the time.” Adam’s story reveals that, as a man and 
father involved in a custody dispute, he experiences a form of gender bias 
where Viola has an advantage due to her gender and role as a mother. 
Authority figures more readily identify women as victims, thereby women 
have an advantage since their narratives get precedence over the stories told 
by men. Adam describes that his experience is a testament of the authorities’ 
bias, particularly in his ongoing custody dispute which began when their 
daughter was approximately 18 months old53.  
  

 

53 At the time of the interview in 2019, his daughter is 17 years old. 
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Adam continues describing feeling powerless and constrained. One incident 
happens ten years ago 54 , when Viola picks up their daughter after an 
extended visit with him. Viola and her new boyfriend arrive at the station in 
the city where Adam resides, a neutral and public place to meet. Viola 
appears “aggressive and quarrelsome,” and his daughter refuses to go home 
with her.  

 
So, Viola arrives there with her new boyfriend. My daughter 
absolutely refused to go with her mother. My daughter even hoped 
that her mother would give up and let her stay. It ends with the police 
coming, because my girlfriend calls the police when Viola… I mean, 
literally kicks our daughter in the back, into the car. Literally, we have 
it on film. Social services close the investigation. The police… one 
of the police officers, the older one, files a report himself, but the 
younger officer, who for some reason has a higher rank says, “Well, 
a little force is acceptable.” I thought we have zero tolerance for 
violence against children in this country. (Adam) 

The way Adam talks about this situation illustrates how he experiences the 
public authorities choosing not to listen to him either as a man or father, 
even when there are people who attest to Viola being physically violent 
towards his daughter. Adam breaks apart every time his daughter goes back 
to Viola, as he feels powerless and constrained when no one believes him. 
Adam conveys becoming invisible when the officer expresses, “a little force 
is acceptable.” What is significant is Adam’s perception that the police 
officer considers Viola’s violence against their daughter as not in violation 
of the Parental Code prohibiting guardians from exercising violent or 
abusive actions against children; parents do not have this right. Noteworthy, 
is that Sweden banned corporal punishment against children in 1979, setting 
a global precedent with the first law of its kind (Justitiedepartementet, 
1978). The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, Article 19, affirms 
this law, and the Convention was adopted into Swedish law on January 1, 
2020 (unicef.se). 
  

 

54 At the time of the interview in 2019. 
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Other narratives of men shed light on perceived shortcomings of public 
authorities, notably in instances where child/ren may witness or experience 
violence at the hands of their mothers. Adam and several other men 
embroiled in custody disputes emphasise a troubling trend: their concerns 
and experiences are met with scepticism and doubt from professionals 
within the social services, particularly when these men attempt to discuss or 
report concerns over their child/ren’s well-being in the care of their mother. 
These narratives reveal a complex landscape of manipulation and partiality, 
which points to a systemic problem deeply rooted in the societal perception 
of gender bias. Adam’s struggle is more than a personal story; he 
underscores a pervasive pattern of epistemic injustice where his voice, 
especially in his role as a father, is marginalised and questioned. Thus, 
understanding an individual custody dispute requires looking at broader 
societal implications of the dynamics of gender bias and epistemic injustice 
within the context of fatherhood (cf. Bates & Hine, 2023; Fricker, 2007; 
Hine & Bates, 2023).  

 
The men’s reported injustice can be interpreted through the lens of 
definitional hegemony, as their narratives often lack a commonly accepted 
vocabulary for articulating what they endure. This absence underscores a 
broader epistemic injustice, where their voices are marginalised, and their 
experiences discounted. Furthermore, these dynamics resemble the 
definitional hegemony Giorgio discusses in the context of same-sex 
relationships, where authorities give precedence to certain narratives 
because they fit within the normative understanding of IPV (Giorgio, 2002). 
This analysis reveals a systemic issue deeply rooted in societal perceptions 
of gender roles and biases, highlighting a pervasive pattern where not only 
the voices of men are marginalised, but also their roles as fathers are 
consistently undermined. 
 
Questioning Fatherhood: Gender Bias and Injustice 
The experiences of fathers, such as Adam and Samuel, illuminate not only 
their personal difficulties, but also a broader systemic injustice that is tied 
to societal perceptions of gender roles. These men assert their identity as 
competent and loving parents, challenging the prevailing narrative of 
epistemic injustice. Narratives where the men perceive their voices are being 
silenced and their parenting abilities unfairly scrutinised reflect a significant 
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societal barrier which they navigate through their personal stories. This 
section explores how gender biases within social services and the judicial 
system create a situation where men’s roles as caregivers are not only 
questioned, but also disregarded, ultimately challenging the very concept of 
fatherhood.  

 
The men express that their ability to be caring, nurturing, and loving fathers 
is questioned and doubted by professionals, primarily within social services, 
when they either seek help or file for sole/shared custody. Samuel describes 
how the ability to provide care and support as men and fathers is doubted, 
when his relationship with Klara ends and he applies for sole custody of 
their two shared children. The children, one son and one daughter, have 
lived full-time with him for a couple of years after Klara threatens him with 
a knife by throwing it at him, as well as threatens to harm the children, 
causing them to lock themselves in their rooms. Klara’s threat towards the 
children involved herself, “wanting to take her own life so that the children 
would witness it or that she’d do something to hurt the children.” Samuel 
describes how the children are afraid of their mother, not wanting to see her, 
and how Klara is disinterested in the children.  
 

I had the children full-time for a few years, actually. It was probably 
three, four years maybe. […] Well, Klara didn’t care about the 
children. […] We had joint custody at the time. I tried to… get sole 
custody. And Klara was on board with that, too, but I know social… 
they didn’t think it was good; instead, they kept trying, yeah…. It’s 
important that we make joint decisions. […] There was a lot with 
social services, and there was the family court and everything. Klara 
also said, she said it openly in the meetings with social services that 
she didn’t want any responsibility for the children. (Samuel) 

Samuel illustrates how social services wants to postpone his application for 
sole custody. As a result, Samuel’s trial takes place after a two-year period, 
during which the children visit Klara, with their well-being worsening after 
each visit. The social services, due to their treatment of him and the children, 
make him feel very small, like becoming invisible. He also describes having 
to turn himself inside out to prove he can care for and nurture his children 
and be a good father. Samuel perceives the two-year trial period as being for 
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Klara, because the social services want to wait and see if she will change her 
mind about the children. Over time, Samuel realises that Klara likely speaks 
ill of him in front of the children, as their behaviour towards him changes 
after they spend time with her. Everything escalates when his relationship 
with Ellie becomes more serious. Finally, Klara applies for sole custody, 
and he perceives that their shared daughter no longer wants to live with him 
or have any contact with him. Samuel believes he is forced into an 
involuntary break from his children. 
 
In addition, Samuel’s situation correlates with Bates and Hine’s (2023) 
work, in that his children are manipulated and used as tools in his ex-
partner’s ongoing campaign to undermine him as a father to his children. 
Bates and Hine state that this manipulation is a means for the mother to 
utilise their “children as vehicles for abuse” (2023, p. 16), which frequently 
leads to men’s estrangement from their children. This dimension of abuse 
exerted towards the men by their ex-partners occurs inevitably through their 
children. Samuel’s experience is a case in point.  
 
Adam and Samuel perceive gender bias in the actions of public authorities, 
and these incidents also reveal an apparent epistemic injustice toward Adam 
and Samuel, as their experiences are neither listened to nor taken seriously. 
The social services and police dismiss their credibility, and this disregard 
aligns with Fricker’s epistemic injustice concept, encompassing testimonial 
and hermeneutic injustice. Fricker’s framework helps elucidate the men’s 
challenges, as their accounts do not conform to the overriding IPV 
narratives, which typically do not recognise men as victims (Fricker, 2007; 
2018). 

 
Furthermore, the negative gender prejudices manifesting as testimonial and 
hermeneutical injustice, also relate to what Giorgio (2002) describes as 
definitional hegemony and dialogue. Such experiences typically occur when 
and if the men’s vocabulary lacks the recognised legitimacy needed for 
others to comprehend their experiences fully. At the same time, their ex-
partners’ narratives often gain interpretative primacy, reinforcing a cycle in 
which women in these situations use legal and administrative avenues to 
perpetrate abuse (Bates, 2020a, 2020b; Machado et al., 2017; Rawcliffe, 
2023; Tilbrook et al., 2010).  
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The testimonial injustice stems from Adam not being regarded as credible 
when reporting Viola for abusing their daughter. This injustice not only 
marginalises him as a father, but also underscores a broader societal issue: 
epistemic practices in IPV and custody disputes fail to align with the lived 
realities of men like Adam and Samuel. Such exclusion poses a risk of 
perpetuating social injustice as these men’s experiences do not fit the 
prevailing conceptual frameworks of IPV and custody disputes. 
 
Furthermore, despite Samuel’s longstanding role as the primary caregiver, 
professionals doubt his caregiving abilities, reflecting deep-seated gender 
prejudices and revealing systemic issues rooted in biases that question men’s 
capabilities and credibility. Thus, a cycle of testimonial and hermeneutical 
injustice takes hold, where men’s narratives lack the vocabulary to be fully 
understood or believed (Fricker, 2007; 2018). The scepticism and doubt 
these men encounter not only diminishes their roles as fathers, but also 
exemplifies the double victimisation they face – what their female partners 
say, takes precedence. These circumstances align with traditional views of 
IPV, casting men as aggressors and reinforcing negative identity prejudices 
linked to their gender identity in the context of IPV and custody disputes 
(Bates & Hine, 2023). 

 
In the complex arena of custody disputes, these fathers highlight being 
subjected to manipulative tactics by their female partners. Their female 
partner’s allegations and strategic use of social services not only obstructs 
their rights as fathers, but also affects their relationships with their children 
amid legal and societal challenges. These narratives represent one side of 
the relationship, shedding light on the father’s perspectives, which aligns 
with the aim of the thesis; there is no attempt to assert an objective truth 
about the behaviours of all parties.  
 
These fathers also recount being accused without grounds, a recurring 
pattern where their partner’s demands or actions are manipulative and can 
be characterised as coercive and controlling. These tactics significantly 
impede these fathers’ ability to maintain meaningful relationships with their 
children. The men articulate significant societal issues concerning 
understanding fatherhood and masculinity, particularly in family law 
contexts. These complexities are inherent to the system, where the men 
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confront conventional views on gender, victimisation, and parental rights, 
while seeking recognition and support from public authorities. 
 
Systemic Prejudice in Custody Disputes 
The men perceive their female partners exploiting the system to their 
advantage in custody disputes. The intricate narratives parallel the 
complexities the men experience, with a recurring sentiment that the custody 
disputes serve as an extension for their ex-partners to continue exerting 
power and control over them. Simultaneously, the men believe the child/ren 
become collateral victims, acting as a third party potentially subjected to the 
pressures and repercussions of violence between their parents (Bates & 
Hine, 2023; Hine & Hine, 2022). Furthermore, the men in this thesis 
articulate their experiences of visitation sabotage by their female partners, 
leading to a deterioration in the relationship between the men and their 
child/ren, possibly ending in estrangement. 
 
Elias’s account best illustrates this phenomenon of systemic bias; he has 
raised his daughter from a young age and has an ongoing custody dispute 
with his former partner, Evelina, who receives custody despite her violent 
actions towards him and their children. 

 
I don’t know if it was the second or third time, she came home drunk. 
And then the police came, and she admitted that she had hit me and 
everything. But she calmed down, and then they asked if I wanted to 
file a report. So, I just said, “Actually, I don’t want to, but I want 
someone to make her understand what she’s doing.” But the police 
said that “Since she has admitted to hitting you, we have to file a 
report anyway.” And the kids were at home, and they woke up. […] 
They saw half of it when she started screaming loudly and… (Elias) 

Evelina acts violently and physically towards Elias. Previous discussions 
have addressed men’s experiences of epistemic injustice, specifically in the 
form of testimonial injustice; however, from this excerpt, the police assume 
Elias has endured the described events. The reason for this may be that 
Evelina herself confesses her actions in the presence of the police, and that, 
in turn, leads to the police not exercising their formal power concerning 
testimonial injustice in their direct encounter with Elias. The police also 
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adhere to the definitional dialogue that occurs in this situation, meaning they 
allow Elias to express his experiences in a forum where definitional 
hegemony might usually occur. The difference that may be assumed to occur 
in Elias’s situation is that Evelina, who has admitted her actions, has 
exhausted her opportunities to manipulate the social norms and assumptions 
that usually prevail concerning gender roles, and for this reason, Elias’s 
definitional dialogue takes precedence here, because it is hard to ignore or 
dismiss Elias’s experiences when Evelina herself confirms them. 
Furthermore, Evelina’s admission makes it more difficult to ignore the 
commonly occurring definitional hegemony arising from the foundation of 
epistemic injustice (e.g., Fricker, 2007, 2018; Giorgio, 2002).  
 
Another essential detail is that Elias’s children, in another room, hear the 
events between their parents. Elias describes how Evelina subjects him to 
various forms of violence and abuse, the most damaging being 
psychological violence, manifesting as verbal abuse and false accusations. 
Elias disputes Evelina’s claims that they both agreed to punish the children 
physically when they misbehave. 

 
This time, she has used violence against the children, which I have 
reported three times to social services… I have papers where social 
services have been at her place and said, “We have received 
information that you’ve hit the children. What is your stance on this?” 
And she’s replied, “Yes, I hit the children. That’s how Elias and I 
have agreed to raise them. If they do wrong, they will be beaten.” […] 
The children have told me, my friends, and my family that they are 
beaten by mummy and that they are afraid of her when she screams. 
(Elias) 

Elias states that social services documents Evelina’s admission of violence 
against the children. At the same time, he refutes Evelina’s allegations that 
they have agreed to punish the children physically when they do wrong, 
labelling these allegations as outright lies. Here, Evelina exercises 
definitional hegemony, manipulating social services by exploiting the 
prevalent perception of men as dominant in relationships and prone to 
destructive actions. Evelina’s manipulation complicates Elias’s efforts to 
convey his contrary version of events, ultimately silencing his voice and 
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possibly leading him to assume more blame than he already has. Evelina’s 
exertion of power underscores the negative gender prejudice he experiences, 
which social services might not readily address due to their preconceptions 
about IPV (Fricker, 2007). Moreover, Elias describes a pattern where social 
services consistently overlook the children’s detailed accounts of physical 
and psychological abuse by their mother. The tendency of social services to 
question or diminish these accounts exemplifies a significant power 
imbalance, aligning with George’s (1994) concept of double victimisation, 
akin to the hermeneutical injustice that Fricker (2007) discusses. 
 
Elias portrays himself as entangled in a complex struggle with false 
accusations, manipulative narratives, systematic prejudice, and challenging 
interactions with social services, all significant obstacles in his fight for 
justice and safety for his children. This complex mesh of testimonial and 
hermeneutical injustices, as outlined by Fricker (2007), extends beyond 
Elias’s personal situation and permeates many custody disputes. These 
complexities are not isolated to individual stories, but are common 
challenges many people face when navigating the turbulent waters of 
custody battles. 
 
Excluded Fatherhood May Cause Estrangement 

She used our son as a weapon against me. I was forced to buy food if 
I wanted to see my son and when I got there, I was never alone with 
him. Amanda threw fits at me when I was there, like, that I had been 
there too long and that she wanted her son back and…. Yeah, so I just 
left every single time she had a fit. It didn’t work, because she kept 
behaving like this, and one time the police came, even though we had 
decided that I was coming over. She texted me, “Can you bring some 
food?” I didn’t bother answering, because I thought it was weird. 
When I got there, I rang the door, and she stood behind the door and 
said, “Did you bring food?” [Walter] “No, Amanda, I’m here to see 
my son. I’m not bringing you food.” [Amanda] “Well, then you don’t 
get to see him.” She behaved like this many times. (Walter) 

Violence exerted through the children is a powerful tool for women to use 
after separation, since this strategy enables the women to continue to try to 
coerce, control, and scare the men into adapting and adjusting themselves 
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on an unconscious level in order for them to avoid other new or transformed 
dimensions of violence, similar to how the men develop hypersensitivity. 
One difference after separation, though, is that the men eventually act in the 
opposite direction than the one their ex-partners envision, such as the men 
contact a solicitor to get their own rights. After separating from Amanda and 
she uses their son to continue to try to gain power and control over him, 
Walter describes being excluded from his son’s life (see also Bates & Hine, 
2023; Hine & Bates, 2023). 

 
Walter continues, saying he feels emotionally and psychologically 
blackmailed, trying to reason with Amanda to see his son. Amanda ends up 
calling the police, making him feel threatened, powerless, and annihilated 
as a father, with the police believing Amanda’s story and making him leave 
without seeing his son. This situation shows that he is subjected to negative 
gender bias, because his story does not achieve interpretative precedence in 
this exchange of views, placing him (and other men in similar situations) at 
a disadvantage. In situations where public authorities fail to consider the 
bigger picture and automatically give preference to the woman’s voice, there 
is an imminent risk of placing men in a position resembling double 
victimisation (George,1994); such actions can strain the relationship 
between the men and their child/ren and potentially lead to estrangement. In 
such cases, the men contact a solicitor regarding custody issues and other 
residential parent and visitation rights. 

 
The complexity extends into family dynamics. Walter and Elias, like other 
men, narrate how their ex-partners continue to coerce and control them by 
excluding them from their child/ren’s lives after separation. Elias’s poignant 
case also involves his non-biological daughter, for whom Elias has become 
a father figure, as she was only a few weeks old when he and Evelina started 
living together in his apartment. When their family grew with their own 
baby boy, Elias and Evelina consider formalising his role with the daughter 
through adoption, but they separate before finalising this process. After the 
separation, the children initially live exclusively with Elias for almost a year 
before the arrangement shifts to alternating custody with each parent. Elias 
highlights the challenges of the custody dispute and the complexities 
surrounding the incomplete adoption of the daughter. Despite his promise to 
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be there for her always, Elias faces difficulties in maintaining this 
commitment due to Evelina’s actions which prevent him. 

 
Elias: And now Evelina also said at the meeting the day before 
yesterday that I’m not allowed to have any contact with the girl 
anymore. That’s what she has decided now. And then I asked, “Are 
you aware of how [daughter’s name] will react to this?” I’ve been her 
safety during… since she was two months old, and I’ve been taking 
care of her like she’s my own. 

Caroline: Has she forbidden you to see [daughter’s name] now?  

Elias: Yes, and then…. 

Caroline: What is this doing to you? How do you feel? 

Elias:  Well, it’s extremely painful. […] And it feels like Evelina 
breaks my contact with her [daughter] and that makes me break my 
promise to my daughter.  

Caroline: And… what does it do to you?  

Elias: It’s horrible! And so, I said, “It’s not just me you’re breaking 
up with; it’s also grandma, grandpa, uncles, aunts, relatives, cousins, 
all of her…. 

Caroline: What was Evelina’s response?  

Elias: She said it’s going to be hard for [our daughter] for quite some 
time, but it’ll pass. That’s what she said. And I just thought it’s not…. 
How can someone say such a thing? 

Elias, like Samuel, involuntarily loses contact with his daughter. Elias 
explains being excluded from her life, though he has shared custody of his 
and Evelina’s son, who continues to live alternating between them. This turn 
of events has led him to apply for sole custody of his son and push for the 
adoption of the daughter, despite Evelina opposes the adoption and the 
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biological father approves. Noteworthy, is that the turning point occurs with 
an unannounced home visit by social services, initiated by Elias, and social 
services summons both to a meeting, at which Elias is given two options.  

 
[T]hen social services told us, “We don’t believe Evelina is capable 
of taking care of the children. […] You are a direct danger to the 
children.” That’s what they said, and continued, “Elias, you have two 
options: either you take both children to a safe place today, or we will 
take them into custody. We can go down to the day-care centre right 
now and pick them up. You have 30 minutes to make up your mind.” 
I replied, “I don’t need my 30 minutes; I’ll take the children and 
leave.” But I needed to… I needed an approval from Evelina, since 
I’m not listed as the legal guardian for the girl. At this point, I obtain 
permission. So, I went straight home, grabbed most of the children’s 
clothes and their essentials and moved in with my mother. (Elias) 

Also at the meeting, social services set a one-week deadline for Evelina to 
clean the flat so she can regain access to her children; however, no changes 
occur, and they extend the deadline. After six weeks, Elias receives the keys 
to the flat, because Evelina has moved out. At this point, as Elias recalls, 
Evelina has still not regained access to the children. 
 
During the time of separation, a custody dispute begins. Elias discovers that 
Evelina has re-established contact with an individual who allegedly had 
sexually assaulted her during her minor years. Disturbingly, Elias also learns 
from the children that Evelina often met with this individual and another 
man while the children were under her care. Concerned for the children’s 
safety and well-being, Elias reports his concerns to social services. In 
response, Evelina severs the bond between Elias and her daughter, an action 
that Elias interprets as punitive, intended to inflict further harm on him for 
voicing his concerns. Despite Evelina’s intentions, Elias remains firmly 
convinced of the real risk of harm to her daughter, potentially exposing her 
to danger based on the unfolding circumstances. Elias however feels that 
Evelina is trying to estrange him from the daughter’s life while he grapples 
with his custody dispute. 
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Samuel describes an agonising experience as well, with his daughter moved 
a considerable distance away which could greatly hinder their future visits. 
Ellie, Samuel’s ex-partner and the custodial parent, initiates this situation by 
relocating, illustrating the intense strain and pressure many men endure in 
these disputes. 

 
I couldn’t even… I couldn’t even sign my name. Everything was 
blocked when I had to sign something for social services then, or… 
yeah, it was social services and then [daughter’s name] was going to 
move there and all. […] It was so difficult, so difficult. It was… it 
was damn the most difficult. When you know… when [daughter’s 
name] said, ”I want you to meet a… a girl, so I can have a nice 
mummy.” [crackling voice and cries] (Samuel) 

The daughter’s move has a profound impact on Samuel and his relationship 
with her, affecting him and the daughter, as evident in the girl’s statement 
expressing a desire for “a nice mummy.” His ongoing emotional turmoil and 
strain from the separation violence are illustrated by his nearly 
insurmountable challenge to sign his name and consent to the relocation of 
his daughter. Samuel’s words echo the fear and frustration many men in this 
thesis commonly experience in similar situations; these men convey anxiety 
about their ex-partners potentially undermining their parental bonds through 
deliberate visitation sabotage, which becomes more feasible for the women 
when the men no longer live nearby. 
 
Previous research has shown that engaging in visitation sabotage poses a 
risk of estranging the visiting parent and child (Hine & Hine, 2022). 
Experiencing belittling, diminishing, and degrading treatment, along with 
exclusion from the lives of loved ones, can, in severe cases, contribute to 
suicidal ideation, as individuals may feel a lack of hope for positive change 
(Evans, 2010). Some men’s life stories attest to these suicidal thoughts, 
particularly when their feelings of powerlessness and resignation become 
overwhelming after being excluded or on the verge of erasure from their 
child/ren’s lives. At the same time, these men emphasise their commitment 
to their child/ren, preventing them from suicide as they wish to be there for 
their children and not cause them harm through their absence. 
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The emotional and psychological toll of excluded fatherhood on men like 
Walter, Elias, and Samuel pushes them to the brink of estrangement. These 
stories highlight individual struggles and underscore a systemic issue within 
the framework of family law and social services. These men often find 
themselves disadvantaged in interactions with these authorities, which is 
evidence of the need for a more nuanced, balanced, and equitable approach 
from authority figures when addressing custody and parental rights issues. 
The men’s narratives also stress the importance of adequately protecting the 
child/ren’s well-being and the parents’ rights. 
 
Beyond estrangement, the concept of forced passivity represents yet another 
dimension of the difficulties men face, particularly fathers, in the aftermath 
of separation or divorce and even while in the relationship. Forced passivity 
involves situations where men are rendered powerless by legal, social, or 
interpersonal dynamics that limit their ability to engage meaningfully with 
their children or safeguard their child/ren from ending up in less favourable 
situations or prevent their child/ren from being used as tools in the woman’s 
struggle to maintain or regain power and control. The subsequent section 
will explore how men navigate these complex dynamics of forced passivity, 
where they often have to accept situations that significantly impact their 
relationships with their child/ren and their sense of self as fathers and men. 

 

Forced Passivity  
Forced passivity represents the final identified pattern in the men’s 
narratives. This dimension of violence manifests in various ways, as seen in 
the diverse life stories of the men, including those involving convictions for 
gross violations of their partner’s integrity. This thesis does not aim to verify 
these cases, rather the narratives simply account events from the men’s 
perspective only, as perspectives from the women fall outside the objective 
of this study. 
 
Vincent, convicted for gross violation of his partner’s integrity, discusses 
how his ex-partner exploits his conviction during the ongoing custody 
dispute over their daughter. His feelings are of helplessness and complete 
inability to defend himself against Laura’s actions following his conviction. 
His situation is possible to interpret as a form of forced passivity, 
particularly because he fears Laura’s deliberate attempts to provoke him into 
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reacting towards her. He is afraid Laura may use everything to her advantage 
in the custody dispute, aware that his words do not carry the same value or 
credibility as hers. Vincent’s meaning-making of the situation can be 
understood given Giorgio’s (2002) concept of definitional hegemony, where 
Laura’s narrative fits within the normative assumptions of IPV and she will 
receive interpretative precedence. Further viewing his predicament through 
the lens of testimonial injustice, shows how his experiences are incongruous 
with prevailing notions of gender and IPV, thereby meeting the societal 
prejudice that overshadows his words in favour of negative gender biases 
that reshape and perpetuate epistemic injustice (Fricker, 2007, 2018). 
Vincent recounts how he anticipates Laura’s plans, thus refraining from 
reacting. 

 
[S]he has said she’d send criminal gangs after me, and that… that was 
after my sentence, when I got convicted, and I was sentenced to go to 
IDAP. It’s like if I even do the tiniest thing, I’ll end up in jail right 
away. She knows that. So, she took the chance and kicked me in the 
ass once. And another time when I got home, she started ranting about 
something, and then she grabbed me in the crotch and squeezed really 
hard, like. Yeah. When you’ve just been convicted of gross violation 
of a woman’s integrity, you don’t go to the police, like…. (Vincent) 

Vincent’s narrative emphasises the complexity inherent in each relationship 
and the need to consider its uniqueness. Vincent’s recent conviction has an 
overarching potential to be used against him in future situations, particularly 
in the ongoing custody dispute, which keeps him in fear and immobile. 
 
Involvement in custody disputes is a recurring theme in most narratives of 
the participating men, but experiencing forced passivity is not as commonly 
mentioned. Samuel, in his relationship with Ellie, brings up another form of 
forced passivity. Besides being subjected to violence and abuse by Ellie, 
Samuel notices an ongoing pattern of Ellie’s visitation sabotage so that he 
cannot visit his youngest daughter. His experiences fit the framework of 
forced passivity, in the separation abuse Ellie subjects him to, as well as the 
intimidation by scaring people in his immediate surroundings. 
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Samuel notes how he can see in hindsight Ellie’s negative impact on his two 
eldest children, and the shift in how Klara treats and acts towards him and 
their two children regarding custody once he meets Ellie. Samuel details 
how Ellie distorts the truth about incidents in their relationship. Ellie 
supposedly speaks ill of Samuel in front of him and their child and instils 
fear. Ellie’s behaviour negatively influences Samuel’s oldest daughter and 
son, eventually leading to his son severing all contact with Samuel for a long 
time. Samuel reveals how his relationship with Ellie reaches a breaking 
point when she threatens him with a knife. The knife incident involves Ellie 
fetching a kitchen knife, stabbing the sofa numerous times, targeting photos, 
and continuing into their bedroom. Samuel notes that he sensed that he had 
to document the incident, thus recording it with his mobile phone due to 
fears that Ellie might either attempt suicide or falsely accuse him of harming 
her. Samuel says that Ellie also stabs the knife into their bed, cuts herself on 
the arm, then spots Samuel and attacks him, but he manages to fend her off. 
The struggle over the knife continues until Samuel gains control and throws 
it on top of the wardrobe. The incident occurs while their children, Samuel’s 
eldest daughter, Ellie’s son from a previous relationship, and their shared 
daughter, are in the house. Although the children may not have directly 
witnessed the events, Samuel believes they overheard them. Samuel 
continues that Ellie later tells the children that he hurt her and is mentally 
unstable, framing him as the villain in this and other incidents. Their ended 
relationship inevitably leads to a custody dispute that involves false 
allegations. 

 
After the separation, when they meet to sort things out, Ellie raises concerns 
about their daughter’s safety while in his care, because of a close relative of 
Samuel’s. This concern is a new issue that was not problematic before their 
separation. Subsequently, Ellie and Klara have become friends and have 
reported Samuel’s relative to the police for allegedly sexually abusing his 
eldest and youngest daughters. Approximately two weeks before the police 
report that Ellie and Klara file against Samuel’s relative, Ellie asked the 
same relative to pick up her and Samuel’s daughter, because she had other 
commitments. 
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Then Ellie writes that she has been in contact with the police, almost 
mockingly. And what she has done is that she has told the police, and 
now she has involved my close relative in her and Klara’s agreement, 
saying that my relative has done something to my oldest daughter... 
and… it leads to the police also involving that person. When Ellie 
calls the police, she says that I promised her that I would report my 
relative, which is a downright lie. Ellie is incredibly skilled at talking 
to people and making them believe what she says, but… but it leads 
to a trial as well. The crazy thing about this is that Ellie says that my 
relative is a paedophile, and Ellie…. Yes, right, it must have been one 
or two weeks before all this happened. […] Right, that’s when Ellie 
contacted my relative and wanted that person to pick up our daughter 
from school and drive her to her after-school activity. You know, help 
her, like. (Samuel) 

Samuel’s relative ends up in court where he is convicted based on what 
Samuel believes are false allegations. This verdict exacerbates the custody 
dispute regarding his and Ellie’s daughter, especially when Ellie decides to 
move to another city, making visitation more challenging for him. Ellie is 
also using the conviction against Samuel’s relative to her advantage in the 
custody dispute, and Ellie has expressed that “she would make his life a 
living hell”. 
 
Ellie’s move sabotages his visitations, when his opportunities to see his 
daughter were already severely restricted. Ellie frequently cancels his 
visitations at the last minute, often citing their daughter’s alleged reluctance 
to meet him, especially when he is already en route or has arrived. These 
cancellations mean that it can be months before he sees his daughter. 
Therefore, Samuel has engaged a solicitor and filed an enforcement 
application to address the visitation sabotage caused by Ellie’s actions and 
for her to cease this pattern. Samuel is ready to pursue custody, but voices 
simultaneously that it all depends on what Ellie will do, because her actions 
are not as easy to predict as when they were a couple and lived together. 
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Samuel hesitates to file for sole custody or become the residential parent out 
of uncertainty about Ellie’s potential reactions and the implications of such 
a decision. He is fearful; “I can’t do anything, because I could be accused 
of doing something. So, I have had to be very, very cautious.” Given what 
has happened to his relative, Samuel lives in a state of forced passivity. He 
remains vigilant, constantly evaluating how to respond to Ellie’s 
unpredictable behaviour and possible consequences. 
 
Nicholas shares similar challenges of forced passivity. He is the father of 
three biological children and two bonus children. Early in his relationship 
with Shanelle, he finds that Shanelle’s perspective on parenting and 
protecting her children differs from his view. Shanelle consequently 
conducts regular inspections of the children’s genitals and interrogates 
(Nicholas’s choice of word) them about any inappropriate touching; this 
behaviour has arisen from Shanelle’s own experiences as a child. When 
Nicholas first learns of Shanelle’s behaviour, he is shocked, but he 
convinces himself that he somewhat understands her fear and need to protect 
the children. He asks Shanelle about these inspections the first time she does 
this, which she claims are for the children’s protection, but he still thinks the 
inspections are a peculiar way to be protective, since they appear to cause 
more harm than good to the children in the long run. Shanelle’s practice is 
one of the root causes of violence and abuse in their relationship, since these 
inspections and interrogations also entail physical punishment of the 
children until the children say what Shanelle expects or wants them to say. 
Nicholas initially intervenes and stands up to Shanelle, but his actions only 
result in her shifting her focus from the children momentarily and he 
becomes the ‘new target’ until she returns her focus on the children, 
resulting in worse treatment of them. As the ‘new target’, Nicholas is 
accused of being the one harming the children and having something to hide 
because he disrupts her. Nicholas eventually refrains from intervening due 
to the fear of being accused of being a paedophile and the one subjecting the 
children to sexual abuse. Confronting Shanelle also makes her actions worse 
towards the children.  
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[Y]es, she has interrogated all five children in a way that is… 
absolutely not okay! She hits them until they said that someone had 
touched them inappropriately. […] I wasn’t allowed to be present for 
much of these interrogations, and when I did intervene, because I 
didn’t think it was okay, she would say, “Oh, so it’s you who did it 
then? You’re the one! What are you trying to hide?” And I mean, I 
didn’t have the courage to engage in that fight, when…. No, yeah. By 
protecting the children, I expose myself to being accused of being a 
paedophile. […] No, I was far too afraid of what she… what she 
might do. (Nicholas) 

Eventually, Nicholas ceases his interventions, overwhelmed by the fear of 
being falsely accused of being a paedophile, which Shanelle can exploit to 
justify her abusive behaviour. The fear of being falsely accused or further 
attacked renders Nicholas passively compliant, avoiding actions that might 
provoke Shanelle’s accusations. Initially, when they resided in Shanelle’s 
home country, surrounded by her influential family, the risk of violence felt 
imminent, not from legal repercussions, but from potential physical 
retaliation by her family members. Despite recognising that intervening was 
the right course of action, Nicholas remains in a state of forced passivity, 
because of the pervasive fear of severe repercussions for himself and the 
children. 
 
Men entangled in relationships with these patterns must adapt to their 
partner’s unpredictable behaviour to prevent escalation. Often, such 
adaptation leads to men becoming hypersensitive and effectively 
disappearing, because regardless of their actions, they cannot seem to 
respond correctly. Their disappearance renders them almost invisible, 
pushing their identity as males into a state of limbo as they continuously 
adjust to ever-changing rules. At the same time, their narratives reveal an 
awareness of their partner’s often immoral actions, which are unacceptable 
and intended to harm significant others in their lives, including themselves. 
Forced passivity deeply strains the men’s psychological and emotional well-
being, inflicting wounds that remain hidden from the outside world. 
 
Additionally, this aspect of violence and abuse impacts their perception of 
masculinity. The dominance exerted by their partner’s actions, which 
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enforces passivity, negatively influences their understanding of masculinity, 
placing them in a state where their masculinity is questioned and 
undermined by others and sometimes by themselves. Fear of their partner’s 
unpredictable behaviour and actions, which have become indecipherable, 
prevents these men from intervening. 

***** 

 

Chapter Summary 
This chapter has uncovered the intricate dynamics of intimate relationships 
with focus on the men’s experiences of manipulation, abuse, and control, 
and the consequential effects on custody disputes, fatherhood, and 
masculinity. The chapter discusses how men navigate their roles within 
these relationships, confronting challenges that not only question their 
masculinity, but also their ability to care for their child/ren.  

 
The analysis indicates a pattern of behaviour where men are forced to 
constantly adapt and adjust to their partner’s explicit and implicit rules, 
which frequently change, leaving the men in a perpetual state of unease. The 
men describe living under invisible rules that require them to tread carefully, 
akin to walking on eggshells, hoping not to provoke or trigger the anger of 
their partner. This precarious existence is described as double-binded, a 
situation where men find themselves “damned if they do, damned if they 
don’t,” unable to please or satisfy their partners no matter their efforts. Such 
experiences of double-binded violence heighten the men’s awareness of 
their partner’s body language, tone of voice, and facial expressions, serving 
as cues for shifting moods. This environment of underlying violence fosters 
hypersensitivity in the men, as the coercive and controlling behaviour and 
mood swings of their partner lead to a diminishment of their sense of self.  
 
In the oppressive atmosphere of IPV, the men undergo a complex process 
of identity transformation. They find themselves compelled to diminish, 
adjust, and adapt their identities to avoid experiencing escalating violence 
and abuse. The forced adaptation can be seen as a coping strategy that 
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significantly affects the men’s sense of self and their gender identity. 
Additionally, the transformation goes beyond merely adjusting and adapting 
behaviours; it deprives the men of their previous platform from which their 
stories of their selves can be told with some certainty and instead they turn 
searching in a state of limbo. The state of being in liminality is characterised 
by a continuous struggle to navigate and thereby discern their identities – 
being a victim, a man, and/or a father – a behaviour without ‘poking the 
bear’. This balancing act is about not only managing external actions from 
their partner, but also renegotiating their internal identity/ies.  
 
The narratives of the men shift upon separation, highlighting a change in the 
women’s behaviours as they are described as losing direct control over the 
men. In these moments, the women adopt new strategies and patterns as well 
as find new ways to gain control and power to coerce and/or scare the men 
into compliance, especially noticeable in interactions with social services 
and the judiciary system in custody disputes.  
 
The men’s stories contain detailed and nuanced manifestations of IPV, 
emphasising the subtle and cumulative nature of violence, abuse, coercion, 
and control. The female aggressors establish a new reality that overrules the 
men’s reality and their boundaries, making it challenging for the men to 
escape or contest these ‘new’ conditions. Such control has great impact on 
the men’s psychological well-being, in terms of dealing with the public 
authorities and meeting with scepticism and disbelief of the men’s 
experiences and narratives.  
 
In custody disputes, the false accusations and manipulation of legal and 
administrative systems compound the men’s difficulties, deepening their 
expressed sense of gender biases and injustices at the hands of authority 
figures. Their personal accounts lay bare the emotional and psychological 
toll of estrangement from children, exposing perceived systemic flaws 
within family law and social services that perpetuate men’s invisibility in 
their parental role and capability.  
 
The chapter concludes by addressing the concept of forced passivity, where 
the men are rendered incapable of action due to fear of further accusations 
or violence towards themselves or worsening the situation for others who 
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are also subjected to the men’s ex-partner – most often the child/ren, but 
occasionally others close to the men. There are broader societal and 
institutional obstacles that have the additional power to hinder the men from 
being able to engage fully in their child/ren’s lives. It is important to 
acknowledge the challenges that male victims of IPV face, including 
societal and systemic biases that often seem to silence and invalidate their 
experiences. 
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Lost in Subordination 
In situations where I’m around emotional people, I often find myself 
easily overshadowed, because their rhetoric is usually more 
aggressive… no, offensive. There’s a lot more passion behind their 
way of speaking, which tends to silence me volume-wise […] You 
become invisible, or I feel rendered invisible, insignificant, and 
meaningless. I don’t need to be the most important person in the 
world; that’s not it. But I would like to have at least as much respect 
as everyone else or as much influence as others who have similar 
levels of knowledge and experience as me. That’s it! (Oliver)  

Oliver vividly describes how he feels easily overwhelmed and silenced by 
individuals who exhibit a more aggressive or impassioned communication 
style, where he feels he is becoming invisible, a sentiment that suggests a 
profound erosion of his sense of self and significance in these interactions. 
Oliver desires not superiority, but an equitable share of respect and influence 
in discussions, a plea for recognition and parity, particularly in his intimate 
relationship with Maria. Other men’s testimonies ominously echo this 
narrative, demonstrating that an exploration of the unpredictability of 
emotional and psychological violence goes deeper. 

 
This chapter navigates the complex consequences of having experienced a 
durable relational subordination on the men’s sense of gender identity, i.e., 
their masculinity. Acts of violence by female partners can endanger male 
identity. This section also clarifies the potential confusion that may arise 
among victimised men who find themselves in relationships where the 
representation of masculinity and perceptions of manliness transform from 
a sense of loss to, in some cases, the (re)shaping of a new identity. To discern 
this, the specific roles of men and women within these relationships will be 
outlined and consequently connected with the diverse relational patterns and 
descriptions of violent actions that the men have endured in their 
relationships and post-separation. Furthermore, this chapter explores how 
these experiences have influenced their self-perception, identity, and sense 
of self. 

*****   
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Men’s Vulnerability Challenges the Male Gaze 
To grasp a more diverse picture of IPV, it is important to recognise 
masculinity as something continually evolving and that men can show 
themselves in a much more varied picture than in the traditional patriarchal 
role (e.g., Cannon & Buttell, 2016; Meth, 2009, 2014; Migliaccio, 2001). 
This evolving discourse acknowledges that perceptions of masculinity are 
not static; they shift in responses to societal changes and challenge 
traditional views that often ‘monopolise’ the narrative around IPV. By 
recognising the fluid nature of masculinity, the discourse becomes inclusive 
of diverse male experiences, particularly those of marginalised, vulnerable, 
or victimised men who may not conform to traditional expectations of 
masculinity. There is the critical need to understand masculinity in a way 
that reflects all men’s real, lived experiences, including those often 
overlooked or silenced by mainstream narratives. This recognition is about 
acknowledging the existence of different masculinities and understanding 
how these diversities impact men’s experiences, identities, and the dynamics 
of IPV (in this thesis) (see Connell, 2005; Hearn, 2004; Whitehead, 2002). 

 
Research on male vulnerability and victimisation shows that men often 
avoid self-identifying as victims to prevent being seen as non-masculine and 
risking the loss of the social status associated with hegemonic masculinity 
(Durfee, 2011; Hellgren et al., 2015). While men may strive to retain their 
masculinity, it is worth noting the existence of multiple masculinities, 
indicating varied male perspectives (Åkerström et al., 2011; Whitehead, 
2002). 
 
Masculinity and the male gaze55 are constructed in the linguistic discourse, 
and hence, can change and challenge depending on what time, space, and 
place they occur. Having alternative discourses about the construction of 
masculinity and how it moves between different ontological spheres and the 
truth of life, enriches the diversity of male (re)construction and gender 
identity. An examination of real-life narratives highlights the practical 

 

55 The concept of the ‘male gaze’ in this thesis is presented in chapter one Subjected to Something under 
the section ‘Myths’ Surrounding Male IPV Victims. 
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implications of such discourse, leading to insights and better understanding 
of these theoretical perspectives. 
 
For instance, these gendered dynamics become real in the case of Nicholas. 
Over time, Nicholas begins to question what his children say, during 
Shanelle’s private interactions with them. He becomes suspicious when she 
individually interrogates (Nicholas’s choice of word) them in their rooms 
without his presence. His concerns are substantiated when his eldest 
daughter reveals that the allegations of violence and abuse raised during 
these interrogations are false. With this realisation, Nicholas takes action, 
preparing to leave and take all five children. At a critical moment, while 
holding their youngest son in his arms and trying to shield the other four, 
Nicholas perceives that Shanelle is losing control over the children and the 
overall family situation. The confrontation escalates with Shanelle pushing 
him, while he is still holding their youngest son. The incident prompts 
Nicholas to call the police.  

 
I told our children to stand behind me. And I held our youngest son 
in my arms, and then she got desperate. Because she feels she’s losing 
control over her children and her family, and she pushes me while 
I’m holding our baby, so his head hits the door frame. Then I called 
the cops, because I was so damn angry and told it just like it was. 
They came over, and as usual, it was chaotic at our place. They talk, 
two cops, one with each of us, and say, “Why don’t you just forget 
this? She’s a bit scatterbrained and clumsy.” [Nicholas] Yeah, sure, I 
don’t care.” [heavy sigh] (Nicholas) 

Nicholas’s actions and words, notably his directive to the children, “Stand 
behind me,” highlight his stepping into the parental protector role. The 
behaviour shown by Nicholas is emblematic of the societal expectations that 
men, in their masculinity, should protect their children from harm. Such 
alignment with the traditional gaze as the protector is documented in other 
studies about male victimisation and fatherhood (Eriksson, 2002; 
Migliaccio, 2001, 2002; Podnieks, 2016). 
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When Nicholas chooses to call the police in response to Shanelle’s erratic 
behaviour and her claimed prior attempts to kill him, Nicholas makes a plea 
for intervention, possibly contrasting with conventional concepts of 
masculinity. Nicholas presumes the police to be influenced by biases about 
IPV and gender norms and unable to fit him within the conventional victim 
narrative or the dominant male perspective. Despite his vulnerability as a 
male victim of a female aggressor (Hellgren et al., 2015; Migliaccio, 2001, 
2002; Throsby & Gill, 2004), Nicholas finds himself facing institutional 
gender bias, leading to misunderstandings of his experiences (Giorgio, 
2002). Given the police’s presumed unfamiliarity with Nicholas’s situation, 
Shanelle’s narrative seems to control the situation and gain precedence. The 
police’s actions reflect Giorgio’s (2002) concept of definitional hegemony, 
indicating Shanelle’s manipulation of societal norms and assumptions. Their 
remark, “Why don’t you just forget this? She’s a bit scatterbrained and 
clumsy,” reveals either a belief that violence and women are incongruent, 
excusing their actions (Lombard, 2013; Lövkrona, 2009b; Svensson, 2004), 
or an attempt to silence a narrative that challenges the mainstream male 
viewpoint (Brooks et al., 2020; Joseph-Edwards & Wallace, 2020). This 
skewed perception allows Shanelle to retain power over Nicholas, as the 
police favour her perspective. Feeling overwhelmed by this negative gender 
prejudice, Nicholas responds, “Yeah, sure, I don’t care,” signalling his 
diminished role and marginalised or complicit masculinity. This disregard 
from societal authorities extends beyond the police, as echoed in Nicholas’s 
interactions with social services, too. He consistently emphasises the 
detrimental effects of not being taken seriously (Brooks et al., 2020; Joseph-
Edwards & Wallace, 2020). 

 
Nicholas elucidates the profound impact on him of not being taken seriously 
by the authorities, whether the police or social services. In another 
distressing situation, Shanelle falsely accuses him of endangering their nine-
year-old son and himself. These accusations not only undermine his 
credibility with social services, but also intensify his feelings of helplessness 
and isolation, casting a dark shadow over his relationship with his son and 
eroding his trust in the institutions meant to offer protection and justice. 
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Well, what did it do? ‘Yes’, it made me sit with a liquor bottle daily, 
and I was on my way to dying. It’s like you’re going to take my kids 
and erase the memory of me as a good person, strip me of my dignity, 
too. ‘No’, it was [poor connection] […] It was close to everything 
ending then. (Nicholas) 

Nicholas’s ongoing struggle reflects a systemic issue where the male victims 
of IPV often find their experiences minimised or dismissed, leaving 
significant emotional and psychological scars. In further analysing the 
experiences Nicholas endured and his dealings with social services, it 
becomes apparent that authorities give precedence to Shanelle’s 
accusations. While Nicholas disputes the veracity of Shanelle’s claims, 
societal and gender-based power dynamics influence the social services 
actions, which effectively silence his perspective. This preference amplifies 
Shanelle’s narrative and side-lines Nicholas’s, reflecting the negative 
gender bias of the social services. Analysed through Fricker’s (2007, 2018) 
concept of testimonial injustice and Giorgio’s (2002) notion of definitional 
hegemony and dialogue, such biases can impact the reshaping of men’s self-
perception and outward identity. Nicholas’s remark, “you’re going to take 
my kids and erase the memory of me as a good person, strip me of my 
dignity, too,” highlights the ramifications of these biases on his sense of self, 
both as a father and a man. Shanelle’s actions and the societal judgments 
affect his perception of his masculinity, fatherhood, and life, particularly 
articulated in the following words: “on my way to dying.” These words 
indicate how he lost faith in the public authorities and how Shanelle’s 
actions, along with his perception of himself, evaporated over time.   
 
Furthermore, Nicholas’s declining self-worth might intertwine with his 
battles with alcohol, perhaps using it as a coping mechanism to deal with his 
tumultuous experiences with Shanelle and his feelings of being silenced. His 
sentiments resonate with the epistemic injustice concept, encompassing 
testimonial and hermeneutical injustices. The sense of injustice might also 
arise from the limited understanding that the judiciary system and social 
services have of male victims in heterosexual IPV. The knowledge gap, 
which counters mainstream perceptions of the ‘typical’ victim narrative in 
the context of IPV, is repeated in the story of Nicholas and other 
participating men. The challenge seems to be recognising men’s 
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vulnerabilities when faced with a female aggressor. Such stories highlight 
the precarious position of vulnerable men, where their self-perception as 
capable individuals strays from traditional masculinity norms. Hellgren et 
al. (2015) encapsulate this sentiment, noting that neither society nor the men 
themselves often perceive them as victims, which affects the broader male 
discourse.  

 
Nicholas’s narrative, though personal, is not isolated; predominant 
perceptions about masculinity, manhood, and violence scrutinise many 
men’s masculinity, personally, relationally, and structurally. Such 
assumptions manifest in how authority figures view these men, shaping 
perceptions of their masculinity and father role. Samuel’s experiences are a 
case in point. After separating from Klara, who allegedly exhibited violent 
tendencies, Samuel pursues sole custody of his two eldest children, since he 
was their primary caregiver and residential parent for more than two years. 
When doing so, he describes encountering scepticism from social services, 
feeling both marginalised and invalidated in his role as a father and man. He 
feels that if the roles had been reversed, social services would not have 
delayed Klara’s pursuit – to wait and see if he would change his mind, as 
they did despite that Klara explicitly said she did not want to have any 
responsibility for her children or to be the residential parent.  
 
Lars’s narrative resonates similarly. Detailing his interactions with Jade and 
subsequent dealings with social services and healthcare, a recurring 
sentiment in Lars’s account is that “no one takes you seriously.” He has 
feelings of being dismissed and silenced, when asking for help and support. 

 
This frustration, when you finally realise something’s wrong and 
have no idea how the heck to handle it, how to move forward, how 
not to get any damn help anywhere. It’s like shame on… healthcare, 
social services, everything! No one, no one, no one, took 
responsibility! […] Yes, absolutely, no help. You’re a man, you can’t 
[sigh]. Yeah, complete lack of understanding, so you get this, 
violence against men by women isn’t a societal problem. That phrase, 
you’ll never forget. Such an insult! (Lars) 
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Lars’s dealings with public authorities and professionals lead to feelings of 
invisibility, since he is met with apparent indifference to his calls for help. 
His experiences resonate with negative identity prejudice, especially when 
faced with phrases like, “You’re a man,” “Violence against men by women 
isn’t a societal problem,” and “Such an insult!” These comments reveal 
double victimisation, potentially deepening self-doubt, altering self-identity, 
and fuelling feelings of discrimination by public authorities. These 
institutions are legally obligated to offer adequate and equal support to 
everyone in vulnerable and victimised situations. The severity and 
frequency of such victimisation scenarios are underscored by existing 
research on men’s victimisation. 

 
The men’s narratives depict a sense of being trivialised by public authorities, 
a perception at odds with conventional assumptions on IPV and the shaping 
of gender in that context. Given these circumstances, it is understandable 
why many men hesitate to come forward. They fear negative reactions and 
want to avoid feeling what Walter felt; “I wasn’t worth a dime. […] I felt 
such immense shame and regretted my foolishness.” Walter’s emotions 
amplify Nicholas’s account, highlighting pervasive feelings of shame, self-
reproach, and a disruption of their self-identity (see also Brooks et al., 2020; 
George, 1994, 2003; Thomassen, 2016). 
 

Losing Oneself 
The unsettling nature of emotional and psychological violence generates 
insecurity and fear among its victims, making it demanding to try to defend 
and protect themselves against it as it occurs without any warning signs. The 
unpredictability of this form of violence is connected to a growing feeling 
of entrapment and powerlessness, as men find themselves unable to 
anticipate and mitigate escalating conflicts and volatile situations (Hines & 
Malley-Morrison, 2001; Karakurt, 2021; Scheff, 2003). The inability to 
communicate effectively and calmly, with situations escalating further, 
compounds the feeling of powerlessness, fostering a vulnerability that might 
threaten the men’s sense of self. The analysis uncovers similar sentiments 
across Walter and Oliver. When one person has pervasive influence, then 
that person can significantly alter another person’s reality, leading to that 
person’s loss of personal identity and autonomy, a process Walter describes 
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as “losing himself”. The continuity of these men’s stories trace the 
multifaceted and profound implications of emotional and psychological 
violence, suggesting the necessity for critically examining interpersonal 
dynamics in order to cultivate mutual respect and understanding. Finally, 
this increasing vulnerability and sense of powerlessness may risk eroding 
men’s self-esteem, while at the same time, allowing the women’s behaviour 
and favoured interpretation increasingly to dominate the relationship. The 
man’s feelings of powerlessness and growing vulnerability, affecting his 
leeway to manoeuvre, may risk contributing to the evaporation of the self, 
at the same time as the woman’s behaviour and sense-making of the 
situation gain an increasingly powerful basis of the relationship. 
Retrospectively, Walter highlights how he experienced that his reality inch 
by inch becomes the reality of Amanda, how twisted it was and how he lost 
himself along the way.  
 

I… I lost myself. I lost myself, how I was as a person and how I really 
am. I lost myself. Yes! […] her truth became my truth, too, so I 
accepted that I… that it was the world I had to live in, kind of. Really 
sick. It’s really sick! (Walter)  

Walter’s excerpt is not alone; it echoes a typical distortion of reality many 
men report in their relationships with abusive partners. These men 
retrospectively recognise their efforts to adapt, adjust, and avoid their 
partner’s verbal outbursts and various demands, and this behaviour often 
stems from an almost unconscious attempt to prevent further emotional and 
psychological diminishment and degradation due to the ongoing violence 
and abuse. For instance, Mikael recounts feeling panicky around Elena’s 
violence and initially shock at her behaviour. Over time, however, he adapts 
to this reality, employing various strategies to mitigate the abuse, even 
diminishing its severity by convincing himself, “Nah, it’s not that bad.” 
Mikael also highlights a readiness to escape, thwarted by Elena blocking his 
exit routes to prevent his departure. Mikael responds desperately to her 
coercive dynamics. 

 
When you’re trapped and then the panic arose and then I had to use 
the other strategy of belittling myself, apologising, agreeing with 
things she accused me of doing, and saying, “Yes, you’re right, you’re 
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right. I’m sorry, I’m sorry.” So, there, and then… how absurd the 
thing was. That I had taken money. […] and then suddenly she shouts, 
“What the hell have you done with the money?” I said, “What 
money?” I had no idea; she hid money sometimes, like…. [sighs] She 
rummaged for two hours and talked and talked, or she didn’t talk – 
she accused me, and I stood and defended myself. She wasn’t 
fighting, but she was menacing. And the more I said I hadn’t taken 
the money, the more aggressive she became. So, my head worked 
frantically on what to say, like thinking about saying I’d taken the 
money and maybe she’ll calm down and then I’ll just be told that I’m 
a pathetic fucking idiotic thief, or should I keep telling the truth that 
I haven’t taken the money? Should I admit something I haven’t done? 
I said, “I haven’t taken the money; look for it; it has to be there.” 
(Mikael) 

Analysis of this situation shows how Mikael tries to make himself disappear 
by surrendering to Elena’s allegations, similar to what happens to men in a 
dead-end position, which correlates with being double-binded. Since Mikael 
argues with himself whether or not to admit to something he has not done in 
order to make her stop, the situation primarily symbolises ‘Damned if you 
do, damned if you don’t.’ His predicament is further noticeable when he 
finds the money she accused him of taking, and she simply dismisses him 
by saying, “Yes, yes, right. Good.” Elena’s reaction highlights her typical 
disregard for Mikael throughout their relationship, in that she never offers 
an apology, according to Mikael’s memories. 

 
These accounts illustrate significant psychological impact, where victims’ 
identity and sense of self erode, aligning with psychological theories such 
as learned helplessness, where prolonged abuse leads to a sense of 
powerlessness and resignation. Additionally, these experiences challenge 
societal expectations of masculinity, complicating the victims’ own 
responses to IPV and their willingness to seek help or exit abusive situations. 
Understanding these dynamics is crucial for addressing the unique 
challenges faced by male victims of IPV and fostering a societal 
environment that supports their recovery and acknowledgement. 
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The men explicitly state that this dimension of violence depends on the 
woman’s mood and how she verbally communicates her feelings and 
demands, meaning she can act lovingly and caringly, shown through body 
language and expressed with words. Yet, within a nanosecond, the woman’s 
mood can shift and become an emotionally distant, cold, and cruel person 
who claims never to have shown or expressed such feelings. The men risk 
feeling double-binded when it does not matter how they adapt to, appease, 
and avoid becoming confused by their partner’s mixed signals about what 
she expects or implies of him, what he should do, and how he should do it. 
For him to ask his partner for clarification may trigger her behaviour 
negatively, resulting in him validating her reasoning that he does not 
respond to her expressed or implied feelings of love or attraction, or if he 
does respond, he fails to in the way she desires, expects, or wants him to (cf. 
Bateson et al., 1963;  cf. Litz, 2011; Nardone & Portelli, 2007). For a woman 
to subject her male partner to the insecurity that comes with feeling double-
binded contributes to limiting his leeway and to making him feel powerless 
and unable to control his thoughts and actions (cf. Karakurt, 2021). 
Eventually, the lack of agency makes him annihilated, and his perception of 
the world diminishes, including his identity as a human being and a man. 

 
According to Holmberg and Enander (2011)56, a person who experiences an 
ever-present oscillation between love and violence, as described amongst 
the men, eventually evolves into having a strong dependency built on 
strengthening emotional bonds. People subjected to various dimensions of 
violence eventually face adverse effects on their self-confidence and self-
esteem. Emotional and psychological violence, which can include abuse tied 
to emotional blackmail, exploitation of children, or indirect threats against 
children, pets, family, or friends, is aimed at gaining complete control and 
power over the other. Furthermore, psychological and emotional abuse does 
not necessarily end even if the intimate relationship ends, meaning there is 
a risk that the victim will never be completely free from the abuser – the 

 

56 Holmgren and Enander mainly focuses on men’s violence against women and the leaving process 
women go through in abusive and violent relationships. Although their perspectives cannot be applied 
uniformly for men’s leaving process, there are some aspects useful for clarifying the men’s situations 
articulated in this thesis.  
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violence can slowly mutate into harassment and stalking when or if the 
relationship terminates (Boëthius, 2015; Jansson, 2005; Karakurt, 2021).  
 
Emotional and psychological violence both induce fear within the 
subordinate, alongside guilt and shame. Experiencing psychological and 
emotional abuse can potentially result in a lack of self-esteem and 
confidence. As time progresses, the subordinate’s reality becomes the reality 
of the dominant person. In addition to verbal violations, emotional and 
psychological violence often limits social relationships, isolating the 
subordinate and hindering his liberty (cf. Lundgren, 2004). Lars experiences 
limited freedom or involuntary solitude with Jade. Retrospectively, Lars 
identifies that Jade surreptitiously and gradually limits his movement 
regarding social networks and contacts. Jade’s controlling behaviour can be 
ascribed as Lars’s isolation, meaning his life consists only of family and job-
related activities during the workday, and Jade also tries to limit his 
necessary work trips. Noticeably, Jade’s attempts to control him eventually 
result in Lars giving in, with surrendering becoming his strategy to deal with 
whatever Jade demands of him. Lars says he did not have much time to 
reflect on how Jade’s control and restricted leeway affected him. 

 
Yeah, that’s a good question; I don’t really know. Right in the middle 
of everything, you’re so overwhelmed that you don’t even have time 
to think about it. Something’s always happening, and if you get a 
moment, you’re just trying to catch up on that last thing... you have 
to do. There’s just no time or space to think about yourself. (Lars) 

This kind of psychological degradation means that isolation has set in, 
gradually, for the victim. Given the subtle nature of the prolonged abuse, 
Lars becomes internalised in the controlling and coercive web of Jade’s 
behaviour, her way of thinking, and her perception of reality (cf. Evans, 
2010). The situation can be interpreted as a by-product of societal notions 
normalising intense togetherness or connectedness, almost like an isolated 
cocoon. It mirrors the traditional belief that the responsibility for nurturing 
relationships is strongly associated with femininity. When this situation 
does not function, it can diminish and render men’s social networks 
invisible, limiting their autonomy and causing their social contacts to 
decrease. Though Lars experiences such isolation in his abusive relationship 
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with Jade, other participating men do not commonly report becoming 
confined by their partner and separated from their social network. Many men 
instead detail feelings of exclusion57. 

 
The excerpts demonstrate that the men constantly feel caught between their 
current selves and the men they are gradually becoming. The transition 
implies that they find themselves in a state of betwixt and between, a 
consequence partially driven by the prevailing hegemonic discourse in 
society and its authorities. The power embedded in the disparity of epistemic 
(in)justice, as the men’s statements variously evidence, influences their 
psychological and emotional well-being structurally and relationally.  
 
The power manifested in the narratives of the men ostensibly has its roots 
in the existing injustice concerning the delineation of who is considered the 
victim and who is the oppressor within the relationship dynamics (Fricker, 
2007, 2018; Giorgio, 2002; Thomassen, 2016). Continuously being 
subjected to psychological violence, wherein the men are gradually 
manipulated into a cornered position vis-á-vis the woman whom they 
initially perceived as their equal, poses the risk of subtly altering and 
transforming their masculinity through phases of changes. Eventually, they 
find themselves in a limbo – no man’s land – where they lose grasp of their 
identity. Oliver expresses this dilemma well: “You become invisible, or I 
feel rendered invisible, insignificant, and meaningless.” Oliver’s words 
reveal a level of annihilation experienced as a partner, a human being, and 
as a man to the extent that he can no longer accurately discern who he is.  
 
The men reveal that the victimisation process is nuanced and multifaceted, 
involving various dimensions of violence. Their journey takes the men from 
a state of subtle manipulation and control to visible and visceral acts of 
violence. The psychological degradation that the men experience is not only 
a process of becoming isolated and subordinated, but also a path eventually 
leading to a dangerous dismantling of personal boundaries and self-
preservation instincts, setting the stage for a perilous crossing of lines. 
Oliver’s feelings of becoming “invisible, insignificant, and meaningless” 

 

57 As discussed in chapter seven Toxic Ties, particularly in the section Excluded Fatherhood May 
Cause Estrangement. 
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show the potential extremity of the degradation, acting as a forewarning of 
the hopelessness and lost identity that can force men into actions and 
decisions that are at odds with their core values and beliefs.58 The analysis 
uncovers where this loss of self has culminated in acts of desperation in a 
bid to reclaim lost power, respect, and dignity. 

 

Masculinity in Limbo 
To listen to all the derogatory words against me about how I’m gay, 
a drug addict, yeah…. [sniffles] To turn off and not listen and try not 
to take it personally, but… it’s not possible. […] It gets even worse 
when the kids have to sit and hear the same things every day. […] I 
mean there is obviously nothing wrong with being gay or 
homosexual, but I’m not. I don’t want to be called that in front of my 
children by their mother. It’s a derogatory word in that context 
anyway. […] YES! [emphais] That I was obviously a drug addict… 
[sniffles] and then that I’m not good enough for anything and that I’m 
nobody. That I don’t deserve the air I breathe, was a constantly 
recurring comment. And it’s numbing… to be treated like that every 
day, when you are actually only doing good… for the people you love 
and feel responsibility towards. [sniffling sigh] (Nicholas)  

Within violent relationships, the men can find their masculinity in a fragile 
transitional state, continually shifting between vulnerability and resilience, 
embodying what can be termed (in)vulnerable masculinity in limbo. The 
concept is reflected through the lens of Nicholas’s experience, as outlined 
in the excerpt above. The start with derogatory labels thrown at Nicholas 
manifests as an external assault on his masculinity, as they exploit existing 
societal stereotypes where specific attributes are maliciously used to depict 
deficient masculinity. The constant stream of insults prepares the ground for 
a persistent state of limbo, where Nicholas continually wavers between 
reaffirming his identity and yielding to the derogatory labels bestowed upon 
him by Shanelle. Entering and remaining in a state of limbo worsens by the 
involvement of the children, who are witnesses to the continuous reduction 

 

58See the introductory excerpt by Oliver in the beginning of this chapter. 
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of the men’s identity/ies as a parent and as a man. This aspect introduces a 
generational dimension of vulnerability, where Nicholas’s identity is at 
stake, and his role as a father is navigating and nurturing a cycle of 
vulnerability that threatens to consume the family unit. At the same time, 
the jeopardy of Nicholas losing himself in ‘no man’s land’ is looming. 

 
The assault on Nicholas’s self-esteem, encompassed in phrases that 
undermine his humanity and right to exist, unveils the extent of vulnerability 
experienced. These continual undermining plants potent confusion, sparking 
a transformation in his masculinity, altering perceptions of what it means to 
be a man in violent and abusive relationships. Concurrently, Nicholas’s 
numbing effect can be perceived as a coping strategy to absorb the verbal 
abuse targeting his sense of self. The numbing can also signify a transitional 
phase where vulnerability is gradually moving towards resilience, an 
adaptation to retain some fragments of self during the chaos and violence. 
Additionally, in the vulnerable state, Nicholas is committed to his duties and 
responsibilities towards his family. Even in the face of disparagement, the 
dedication towards his family illuminates the complex state of limbo he 
finds himself in – between establishing his identity and fulfilling his 
perceived roles as a partner and father. 
 

Precarious Balance of Masculinities 
Many researchers accept the idea that gender is a performative act (Pitt & 
Fox, 2012; cf. Butler, 2009), meaning that our identities are not fixed from 
birth, but are shaped into existence through a sequence of behaviours and 
traits which over time have been associated with masculinity and femininity 
(West & Zimmerman, 1987). The performative nature of gender often 
remains unnoticed, as the habitual enactment of femininity and masculinity 
is so ingrained that it tends to stay invisible (Podnieks, 2016). Podnieks 
elucidates how gender identity, a socially constructed category, shapes our 
mental orientation towards hegemonic masculinity. The observation is 
linked to how gender and gender identity are (re)constructed through 
interactions with others and are contingent upon the context in which they 
will be shaped (Thomsson, 2003a; cf. Hacking, 2004; West & Zimmerman, 
1987).  
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The construction of gender and gender identity does not emerge solely at the 
conscious level, but is more accurately perceived as a result of personal 
experiences aligned with societal norms and conceptions of gender 
(Connell, 2009; Thomsson, 2003a). Such constructions are generally 
accepted and normalised, implying that they are seen as part of the natural 
order. These embedded norms and processes can have repercussions, 
leading to injustices and potentially fuelling power dynamics and violence. 
Such adverse outcomes may hinder the self-identification process for 
individuals associating with a particular gender (e.g., Connell, 2010; 
Halberstam, 1998). The consequences are theoretical and can manifest 
tangibly, as seen in real-life situations narrated by the participating men. 
 
For instance, the narrative of Adam unveils his struggle with self-
identification and how it is overshadowed by Viola’s demeaning control. He 
adapts his behaviours, motivated by a desire to avoid conflict or upsetting 
her. A noticeable example is when following a hike, Viola locks him and his 
friend out, ignoring his earlier request to keep the door unlocked, and she 
subsequently falls asleep. The fear of inciting a scene deters Adam from 
waking her, and instead, he decides to wait outside for a couple of hours. 
Viola’s action of locking the door opens multiple interpretations. Reasons 
can be that she felt discomfort with the door remaining unlocked, or 
conversely, one may ask questions regarding his decision to forgo taking his 
key, with the potential answer that he was afraid of losing it. The way Adam 
portrays his relationship with Viola highlights her habitual behaviours of not 
regarding his wishes, reinforcing the imbalanced power dynamics favouring 
her superiority. He also recounts nurturing an enduring hope that Viola 
would keep her word and change her customary behaviour, notably on that 
day by not locking the door.  

 
Adam recounts his return with his friend, finding the door locked, and 
confessing, “No, I don’t dare wake her.” This admission leads his friend to 
question his reluctance, thereby challenging his masculinity – since Adam 
shows a lack of assertiveness with Viola. Adam’s story reveals that his 
experience is not explicit but implicit, with a sense of shame emerging as 
his friend criticises his reluctance to disturb Viola. The predicament in this 
scenario can be characterised as a double-bind: he had been convinced into 
believing it was safe to leave the key at home, only to be blindsided by 
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Viola’s contradictory actions. Her choice further exemplifies the 
disproportionate power dynamics, solidifying her dominance, and the 
circumstance with the key poses as a test to control Adam’s submission to 
her authority. Regardless of his response, Adam is poised to ‘lose’; he would 
either provoke her by attempting to wake her or surrender a portion of his 
identity and masculinity by holding back, thereby capitulating to Viola’s 
superiority. The ‘impossible’ situation signals a transformative point in 
Adam’s self, pushing him to the margins within their relationship. The 
essence of Adam’s experience of this oppressive dynamic is articulated 
through his ensuing reflections: “In the end, you do everything to avoid 
those arguments, because you feel so insecure and don’t know what to do. 
It’s my fault when things happen and when things go wrong.” 
 
Adam reveals a self-narrative ruled by anxiety and fear, where every minor 
event could spark conflicts. Experiencing constant apprehension causes him 
to yield his autonomy, internalising the belief that Viola is the decision-
maker and her views are final. Adam’s plight signals a divergence from 
traditional masculinity and the established gender power structure, 
reflecting theories by Connell (2009) and Thomsson (2003a). The shift 
underscores how gender differences become more apparent when 
individuals diverge from prevailing norms or conceptions related to male 
and female roles (Connell, 2009). It is worth noting that this is not merely 
about breaking these predetermined norms; instead, a significant aspect is 
how others perceive deviations from these norms. Thus, gender and gender 
identity lie in the complex interplay among individual attitudes, social 
values, and interactions. Applying such a gender perspective emphasises 
that gender and gender identity are socially constructed. The notion becomes 
especially visible when individuals deviate from established societal norms 
and personal expectations (see Butler, 2009). The social construction of 
gender and gender identity can thus be assumed to be a well-recognised 
concept in academia and among various professionals engaged with public 
authorities.  
  



Chapter Eight 
 

 
291 

Adam portrays a successive behavioural subordination, which is mirrored 
by other participants59. Their narratives share a common thread – constant 
anxiety, fear of their partners, and attempts to prevent conflict over minor 
issues. Experiencing such constant dread seems to erode their self-identity, 
manifesting a pattern of struggle to maintain a sense of self, which implies 
that navigating one’s sense of self can pose a challenge to traditional 
masculinity. These men appear to navigate their relationships as shells of 
men, lacking a distinct sense of self (e.g., Goffman, 1959/1990; Hacking, 
1995). In the context of enlightenment narratives, the accounts of the 
marriages of Lars and Mikael stretch over two decades to Jade and Elena, 
standing out in that sense, compared to the other men participating in this 
thesis. The prevailing theme in these narratives is the experience of losing 
oneself. According to Lars, Jade primarily subjects him to psychological and 
emotional abuse. The abuse manifests verbally and in how Jade consistently 
overrides his decisions and choices for their family. Jade’s word is 
tantamount to law in their relationship dynamic, signifying her absolute 
control. Significantly, Lars’s experiences described in this narrative align 
with how one’s self-identity and masculinity can be profoundly affected 
when losing oneself. 

 
Well, but like I said; she made the decisions! It’s been like that 
throughout, yeah. And at some point, there, my friends at [university] 
I never really hung out with them anymore, all my friends got pushed 
away. That’s just a classic [nervous laugh] pattern.… Yeah, she 
decided how things would be. YES! [emphasis] (Lars) 

Lars expressively captures the essence of the issue: the pervasive loss of 
agency and autonomy within the relationship. His words highlight a 
relinquishing of personal freedom and choices and a profound sense of being 
overpowered by his partner, Jade. Lars’s isolation from friends and his 
partner’s superior role in decision-making embody a broader theme of 
suppressed self-identity, which in this thesis, is identified as the men 
navigating through various masculinities while being in a state of limbo 
without an explicit passage before a new possible self has been shaped. The 

 

59 This is also discussed in chapter seven Toxic Ties in the section “Damned If You Do, Damned If You 
Don’t”. 
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acknowledgement of this classic pattern suggests a painful realisation, a 
window into the struggles most men might face when confronting the deeply 
ingrained societal ideals of masculinity. 

 
It is intriguing to reflect on these men’s narratives of navigating masculinity 
and compare them with the societal expectations that men often perpetuate. 
When envisioning a man, the stereotypical image is of one with the potential 
to provide for and protect himself and others. This stereotype is mainly due 
to societal perceptions of men as powerful, strong, active, ambitious, 
competitive, aggressive, viral, and occasionally selfish (Eriksson, 2002; 
Nguyen, 2008). These perceptions are tested when the intimate space of 
relationships is scrutinised, which according to Eriksson (2002), can serve 
as an arena for doing gender. In this context, a man’s masculinity might be 
forged through violent interactions with his female partner. Power exertion, 
therefore, becomes a part of a man’s masculine enactment, and gender 
manifests in asymmetrical power relations (Eriksson, 2002). 
 
As the previous narratives illustrate, however, men do not always resort to 
exerting violence or abuse in intimate relationships, contrary to the 
conventional ways of doing gender according to Eriksson (2002). Instead, 
men living in violent relationships often try to avoid or de-escalate the rising 
conflict by diminishing themselves, either by apologising or physically 
removing themselves from the situation (Migliaccio, 2002). For example, 
Mikael either tries to flee the area or diminish himself by apologising for 
things he has not done, in order to avoid further verbal aggression and 
occasionally physical violence from Elena. Mikael’s case demonstrates that 
societal expectations and stereotypes of masculinity do not always 
correspond to the reality of men’s experiences, particularly in the context of 
being the victim of female-perpetrated IPV. 
  

Yeah, that’s one thing, before it got to that point. When I kinda got 
into this when it turned physical, like when she started to shove, 
scratch, […] and kicking my legs and kinda threatening, you know. I 
said, “Calm down, calm down. I’m sorry, sorry, I apologise.” You 
end up apologising for something you didn’t do. You know, that’s the 
uncomfortable part. It’s like this, the threats are worse than the 
actual… the action. […] When you’re in that situation, there’s 
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adrenaline involved, and my adrenaline didn’t lead to violence 
against her, but my adrenaline meant […] that I often didn’t notice 
the wounds until afterwards, because the adrenaline means you don’t 
feel that. You’re so, you, you somehow, your body works in that way 
that you pump up a lot of adrenaline so you can defend yourself, but 
then you’re in that situation where you’re usually physically stronger 
than, than this person. And then you’re terrified when you’re a person 
like me, who doesn’t want to hit another person. (Mikael) 

Mikael prominently highlights the divergence from conventional narratives 
surrounding masculinity and violence, where his recount of an altercation 
with his female partner contests the typical picture of men as assertive, 
aggressive, and in control. Contrary to traditional expectations of men to 
exhibit authority and strength in confrontational situations, Mikael reveals a 
man grappling with distress who is reluctant to assert physical superiority 
even when provoked. Such nonconformities underscore the emergence of 
new dimensions of masculinity, and particularly one such dimension which 
I propose to understand as a piloting masculinity. These new aspects of 
masculinity have profound implications within the context of IPV.  
 
The concept of piloting masculinity marks a departure from rigid, traditional 
views of male identity, and veers towards a nuanced, flexible understanding 
that embraces vulnerability and traditionally ‘soft’ traits alongside strength 
and protection. This evolving perspective acknowledges the men’s diverse 
experiences and realities, questioning societal norms that equate masculinity 
with supremacy and emotional stoicism. Masculinity, as suggested, is a 
dynamic cultural construct shaped by societal expectations, personal 
experiences, and individual choices. Through the metaphor of piloting, 
masculinity is depicted as an ongoing journey of self-exploration and 
adaptation, wherein men navigate through various identities and roles, 
integrating traditionally masculine and feminine qualities. This inclusive 
approach fosters a broader definition of masculinity, recognising the 
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complexity of male identities and the potential for growth and 
transformation amidst societal and personal challenges.60  
 
The nuanced understanding of masculinity is particularly crucial in 
deliberations about men, masculinities, and IPV. Many men, akin to Mikael, 
eschew violence as a means of asserting masculinity. Mikael’s admission 
that “you’re terrified when you’re a person like me, who doesn’t want to hit 
another person, that you end up in there,” reveals attributes that relate to an 
evolved masculinity characterised by nurture, care, sensitivity, emotionality, 
and love. These traits signify his departure from traditional masculine 
responses to conflict (associated with hegemonic masculinity), suggesting 
that men embracing piloting masculinity may engage in IPV dynamics with 
a greater capacity for compassion and nuanced understanding.  
 
Nevertheless, this evolved image of manhood represents a man grappling 
with entrenched norms. As they journey this path of redefined masculinity, 
men face a crossroads of identity, entering a state of limbo, particularly if 
they have been victims for extended periods. Over time, their female 
partner’s controlling views and behaviours become deeply internalised, 
casting doubt on their own perceptions and choices. The looming shadows 
of societal expectations often engulf these new men, inhibiting them from 
openly expressing their nuanced attributes, for fear of the scrutiny or 
belittling of their masculinity.  

 
In the men’s process of trying to sustain a masculine identity compliant with 
hegemonic structures of masculinity, the term complicit masculinity is often 
overlooked in studies about gender (Wojnicka, 2021). However, male 
complicity plays a crucial role in maintaining superior masculinities. As 
Connell (2005) and Messerschmidt (2018) discuss, the concept involves 
men benefiting from unequal gender dynamics, ultimately upholding 
hegemonic masculinity. Connell (2005) suggests complicit masculinity is 
common among men who profit from patriarchal systems. According to 
Messerschmidt’s definition, “complicit masculinities do not actually 

 

60  The brief description of piloting masculinity will be elaborated further in chapter of this thesis, 

Concluding Reflections. 
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embody hegemonic masculinity yet through practice realize some of the 
benefits of unequal gender relations and consequently when practiced help 
sustain hegemonic masculinity” (2018, p. 29). Gómez (2007) further 
clarifies the active role of complicit masculinities, describing them as part 
of a strategic consensus that institutionalises male superiority by carefully 
planning the subordination of others. The explanation underscores that 
complicity is not mere passivity, but is a thoughtful component in 
maintaining masculine power (Gómez, 2007). Therefore, the emergence of 
complicit masculinity represents a form of masculine identity that men may 
adopt when navigating in a state of limbo, propelling them into a piloting 
masculinity during their traversing identities. 
 
Complicit masculinity has, according to existing research, not gained the 
same attention as other masculinities, because it is viewed as marginal in 
discussions on gender regimes (Wojnicka, 2021). Studies have started to 
challenge more traditional masculine norms, such as the hegemonic one, 
while stressing a need to highlight the invisibility of complicit masculinity 
(Buschmeyer & Lengersdorf, 2016; Wojnicka, 2021). With an increased 
necessity for a nuanced and more inclusive understanding of gender 
dynamics and power imbalances, there is a need for other masculinities to 
emerge in our modern era of shifting gender affiliations, and these other 
masculinities involve moving gender boundaries. A more inclusive 
perspective regarding gender boundaries indicates that the concept of 
complicit masculinity may become more prominent among men’s various 
masculinity identities, of which the term piloting masculinity proposed in 
this thesis is coined for men who are subjected to IPV by female partners 
where the woman’s femininity, like the men’s masculinity, is constantly 
shifting. Unlike the passive illustration by Tseole and Vermaak (2020), 
complicit masculinities actively endorse and reinforce hegemonic norms, 
also influencing the definition and treatment of other masculinities. The 
piloting masculinity launches a version of masculinity in constant 
navigation towards finding a new possible self, suitable for the context a 
man finds himself in.  
 
Given this idea of piloting masculinity, Podnieks’s (2016) concept of the 
new man offers a further refinement of these themes. Podnieks characterises 
the ‘new man’ as emotionally responsive and resistant to violence, even 
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when provoked – signifying a potential redefinition of masculinity that 
challenges traditional views and embraces a more flexible, inclusive 
understanding. This perspective, while optimistic, faces societal resistance, 
and it is not universally accepted or appreciated. Some segments of society, 
including certain perspectives highlighted by Throsby and Gill (2004), still 
favour traditional hegemonic masculinity traits, which may cause these ‘new 
men’ to hesitate in showing their more sensitive attributes out of fear that 
their manhood will be questioned (Whitehead, 2002; Lupton & Barclay, 
1997). Nonetheless, as the narratives of Mikael and other men illustrate, 
embracing such traits could empower all men, hegemonic and non-
hegemonic alike, to become more visible and acknowledged, especially 
when they experience violence and abuse. These evolving masculinities, 
encapsulated in the concepts of piloting masculinity and the new man, 
highlight a dynamic and continually adapting understanding of male identity 
within the context of IPV and societal expectations. 
 
The experiences drawn from the excerpts reveal a tension between 
conflicting expectations surrounding masculinity, gender identity, and 
men’s emerging realities. These experiences offer a broader lens to reflect 
upon the construct of masculinity. Often, notions of masculinity are viewed 
as constants, perceived as having eternal presence. This perception deepens 
the divide between male and female roles, shaping the overall societal 
comprehension of gender. Consequently, caution is essential toward making 
too many assumptions about the essence of masculinity or its universal 
significance. Lupton and Barclay (1997) underscore that masculinity is a 
multifaceted and shifting construct, potentially changing throughout an 
individual’s life experience. They further posit that gender is not acquired at 
birth, but socially crafted (Lupton & Barclay, 1997). Adopting this 
perspective paves the way for men to redefine their gender identities with 
consideration of their unique experiences. Lupton and Barclay’s viewpoint 
agrees with Podnieks’s (2016) assertion about the new man and a potentially 
favourable redefinition of masculinity. When viewed through this social 
constructionist lens, one might ask, “But, what, precisely, is masculinity?” 
(Whitehead, 2002, p. 4). Pursuing this question can foster a deeper 
understanding of the notion and its complexities. The accounts of men like 
Mikael, Adam, Arvid, and Samuel, together with societal masculinity 
assumptions, highlight broader dialogues on gender norms. The subsequent 
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section explores how our conceptions of femininity and masculinity emerge 
from these continuous negotiations.  

 
Gender dynamics, expressed and deciphered in myriad ways, denote the 
interplay between men and women in their shared societal context 
(Corbally, 2011; e.g. Connell, 2002; Corbally, 2015; Featherstone, Rivett & 
Scourfield, 2007; Hester, 2004). While the discourse between men and 
women is often perceived as an innate negotiation, the foundational essence 
of these relationships is present from the outset, in that people are 
conditioned to behave in ways that conform to socially prescribed gender 
roles and identities (Corbally, 2011; e.g. Corbally, 2015; Riemann & 
Schutze, 1991; 2005; Schutze, 2008). From this vantage point, both 
femininity and masculinity are seen as social constructs. Society, then, 
evaluates individuals based on their adherence to these gendered 
expectations (Corbally, 2011, p. 11; e.g. Butler, 1999; Corbally, 2015; 
Hicks, 2008; Mills, 1997; West & Zimmerman, 1987). 
 

Masculinity in Silence 
During the interviews, several men confess that their past relationships have 
driven them into a state of despondency, manifesting as depression, and at 
times, suicidal ideation. Chandler (2022) highlights a prevalent societal 
assumption that men find it difficult to articulate their emotional struggles, 
a notion that the interviewees corroborate themselves. Mikael, for example, 
laments the societal norms discouraging men from sharing their emotional 
vulnerabilities, attributing such disapproval to perceptions that expressing 
feelings is not traditionally masculine. This stigma may account for the 
diverse reactions among the men; while Vincent and other men adamantly 
deny having suicidal ideation, they express empathy towards those 
grappling with severe mental anguish. 

 
I guess I’m quite a strong person. However, I can imagine, and having 
listened to others who have been in similar situations, I can definitely 
understand that one might be driven to those thoughts. I can 
understand that. And the line can be very thin. It certainly can. And 
feeling quite worthless. Absolutely. It’s like, you’re not good enough 
for anything. (Vincent)  
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Vincent portrays himself as someone who embodies resilience, seemingly 
untouched by darker mental struggles, a posture reminiscent of Connell’s 
(2005) concept of hegemonic masculinity – a notion that displaying emotion 
could compromise one’s masculine standing if one adopts traits 
stereotypically deemed feminine, such as perceived weakness and 
capitulation. Delving deeper into Vincent’s disclosure however unveils a 
complex layer: the men endure omnipresent societal pressure to conceal 
their emotions in order to avoid being ridiculed, a phenomenon explored by 
Oliffe et al. (2012) and Pease (2002). For the men to bear such a façade often 
entails communicating their emotional challenges in ambiguous terms, a 
strategy to minimise personal exposure and vulnerability. This strategy is 
reflected in Vincent’s admission: “But feeling quite worthless. Absolutely. 
It’s like, you’re not good enough for anything,” This expression of 
vulnerability serves as an externalisation of his inner conflicts, aligning with 
the observations of Oliffe et al. (2012). While Vincent’s remarks appear to 
be directed outwards, his words also echo pervious research findings on 
men, masculinity, depression, and suicide, highlighting victimised men’s 
attempts to deflect and to avoid the stigma of being seen as a fallen or failed 
man (Oliffe et al., 2012).  
 
The nuanced understanding of Vincent’s experiences points towards the 
emergence of piloting masculinity, where there is complicit acceptance of 
traditional male roles yet the exploration of new avenues of masculine 
identity. In this transition, traits once pegged as solely feminine – such as 
open emotional expression and vulnerability – are being confronted, re-
worked, and integrated into shaping a new man. The evolving masculinity 
challenges the prevailing boundaries of gender norms in the context of IPV, 
suggesting that a kind of strength (a masculine attribute) can be found in the 
acceptance, compliance, and expression of what was once not considered to 
be associated with masculinity/ies.  
 
Within this study, a consistent theme emerges across the descriptions men 
use for their contemplations of self-harm. Despite varied expressions, a 
unified undercurrent of emotions – resignation, powerlessness, and a sense 
of lethargy – becomes noticeable. These sentiments are particularly 
pronounced in Adam’s account when he details the incapacitating effects of 
the violence he endured.    
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Inside, you feel like you’re going insane, but there’s nothing you can 
do. Resignation, anger, sadness, and many times… well, I don’t know 
what to call it, but now and then… you wish you were dead. […] Yes. 
So, I mean, depression and suicidal thoughts, that’s why I contacted 
the psychotherapy myself. I had counselling. They prescribed 
antidepressants and sleeping pills for me. There were times when all 
I could do was sleep, and other times when I couldn’t sleep at all. 
(Adam) 

Adam vividly depicts the vast emotional toll that violence and abuse has on 
his well-being, essentially driving him to pursue professional help. Notably, 
this step is in contrast to Oliffe et al. (2012) and Chandler (2022), as both 
underscore that many men hesitate to seek professional help. This reluctance 
stems from the men’s fear of reinforcing perceptions of a fallen or failed 
masculinity, in a world of male ideals of strength and independence as 
articulated by Connell (2005) and Whitehead (2002). According to Oliffe et 
al. (2012), men often reach a breaking point before they “confront their 
demons” and opt for professional guidance. Adam is not alone in this. 
Christer details his near-fateful decision to end his life, but how the weight 
of thoughts about his son with Julia and his children from an earlier 
relationship stop him. Christer reflects on his contemplation of suicidal 
ideations: “it’s a quick solution, but it’s no solution for anyone else. It’s just 
that I’m passing the trouble onto someone else.”  
 
Christer’s reflective sentiment, how suicide is a fleeting escape for him, but 
a burden for others he cares for, is echoed by Walter. Suicidal ideations for 
Walter are particularly visible when he is discussing the effects of Amanda’s 
behaviour towards him. Walter unveils a journey through depression, which 
renders him so desolate that he can only muster the strength to lie listlessly 
on his sofa crying and seemingly disintegrating. Like Adam and Christer, 
Walter reaches out for professional help, where he eventually is offered 
hospitalisation due to severe suicidal ideations. He declines, instead 
confiding to his ex-wife and their shared children. Yet, his mental health 
plummets significantly in the final six months with Amanda, leading to 
episodes of despair and tears, and he reveals that thoughts of his children 
(from his previous relationship) serve as critical emotional anchors for 
overcoming his ideations of suicide.   
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My daughter [from a previous relationship] came to my place towards 
the end and saw the state I was in. I was just crying [sighs]. […] She 
came to me once when I was… after school when I was supposed to 
have her. She opened the door and said, “Damn it, Dad! How can you 
still be with her? She’s ruined our lives! She’s destroyed you! Damn 
such people!” and then she left…. That really triggered a lot in me 
when she did that…. (Walter) 

Walter emphasises a pivotal moment: his daughter’s response, which 
sharply brought home the realisation that the “quick solution” would inflict 
deep wounds on those left behind. His daughter’s words open Walter’s eyes, 
catalysing a transformative decision that ultimately leads him to end his 
intimate relationship with Amanda. His downward spiral involves a series 
of consequences: being put on extended sick leave, subsequent job loss, and 
debt, all of which take a severe toll on his mental health. All the while, 
Amanda is seemingly indifferent to his turmoil, subjecting him to verbal, 
psychological, and physical violence. This is a pattern of behaviour, being 
met with dismissal, as other men also express that their attempts to 
communicate their despair, vulnerability, and sense of futility – often 
stemming from their partner’s conduct – are disregarded. There is also a 
response from the women where they shift the focus to themselves instead 
of listening to the men, in a kind of competing victimhood, as in Leo’s 
dialogue with Jenny.  

 
I said something, pleading to her, that she can’t treat me the way she 
had been, telling her she can’t lie to me and be violent towards me, 
because I feel like I don’t want to live anymore when she does that. 
And then she said something similar…. (Leo) 

In another account, Mikael recalls harbouring thoughts of surrender and 
submission, in a particularly vivid description of sitting outside in the biting 
chill of winter. When he conveys to Elena his waning will to live, he gets 
the harsh retort, “Then kill yourself.” Mikael explains his words as a plea 
for understanding, not a literal yearning for death, making Elena’s 
dismissive counter even more cutting. He is acutely aware that Elena thinks 
his complaints are unwarranted, noting her tendency to redirect the focus to 
herself. Her reaction can be construed as a tacit encouragement of his 
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suicidal ideation. Mikael further remembers a time following his surgery. 
“Firstly, she detested the fact that I was undergoing surgery, to the point 
she wished I wouldn’t wake up.” Surviving this ordeal, he faces further 
indifference upon his return home, when four days post-operation he has an 
emergency return to the hospital, which seemed like an eerie near-fulfilment 
of Elena’s wish. “She almost succeeded. She wished me dead, and I was this 
close [gestures with thumb and forefinger].” When talking about his 25-
year-long relationship with Elena, Mikael paints a picture of profound 
dehumanisation, leaving him feeling like a nobody.  

 
In such a psychological journey, with thoughts of suicide or being goaded 
towards such an act, there is a risk that the men end up in an indefinable void 
of not knowing who they are, with a sense of self as blurred, meanwhile 
navigating societal roles and expectations with difficulty. Saleh, who has 
had two different relationships with violent tendencies, depicts these 
feelings of losing one’s identity. Both Ciwan and Hanna threatened dire 
consequences if he dared to leave – either that they would commit suicide 
or falsely accuse him of assault and rape. These manipulative tactics are to 
maintain control, instil fear, and prevent him from leaving. The emotional 
toll drives him to contemplate suicide. “I grappled with suicidal thoughts… 
I was on the brink multiple times. I was so devastated, so shattered, that… I 
didn’t even recognise myself anymore” (Saleh). His subsequent relationship 
with Hanna invokes similar hopelessness, where he seriously considers 
ending his life to escape the ceaseless emotional torment. “I seriously 
contemplated suicide, just to put an end to everything. I felt worthless, every 
single moment” (Saleh). The women can have so devastating an effect on 
their male partners.  

 
[W]omen can negatively impact the health of their male partners, and 
participants highlighted their propensity for self-harm as contributing 
to, and/or resulting from relationship dysfunction. (Oliffe et al., 2012, 
p. 511) 

Although Oliffe et al. (2012) focus on men grappling with depression, 
parallels can be drawn to the men’s experiences in this study, particularly 
regarding suicidal ideations as a response to recurring despair or feeling 
trapped in an abusive and violent relationship. Samuel exemplifies this 
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sentiment of despondency and powerlessness, confessing, “I’ve given up 
and I’ve hit a wall, almost experienced burnout. I’ve just [sighs] stopped 
functioning. […] There’s a kind of apathy now.” Samuel’s listlessness is not 
unique; the analysis reveals it is implicit in most participating men’s 
narratives. There is a subtle yet pervasive sense of self-erasure and identity 
loss.  

 
The removal and dissolution of identity can precipitate an existential void, 
heightening the risk of depression and triggering mechanisms like ‘self-
medication’ – a spiral where individuals wrestling with intense stress and 
anxiety seek solace in alcohol or drugs. The descent into substance abuse 
under the weight of suicidal ideations which Nicholas voices in the previous 
section Masculinity in Limbo, illustrates this phenomenon. Such behaviours, 
indicative of a quest for immediate escape or respite, are more prevalent 
among those who shun professional help or do not know where to turn for 
assistance. Furthermore, research underscores the men’s hesitancy to seek 
help in vulnerable situations, driven by a dread of stigmatisation or 
emasculation, compounded by the prospect of public embarrassment (cf. 
Addis & Mahalik, 2003; Oliffe et al., 2012). Men entrenched in destructive 
relationships often struggle to seek help, wary of scepticism or derision, 
leading to double victimisation when their pleas are disregarded (George, 
1994). The double vulnerability condemns the men to suffer silently, 
impeding open dialogue about their sufferings (Joseph-Edwards & Wallace, 
2020). 

 
Suicidal ideation remains a particularly taboo subject, cloaked in shame and 
perceived weakness, especially among men for whom such admissions clash 
with traditional masculine norms (Chandler, 2022). Chandler (2022) 
suggests that this silence is a strategic ply by men to uphold masculine 
ideals, offering a semblance of control for these men who have lost their 
sense of self. The shame anticipated from disclosure does enforce silence, 
paradoxically enabling the men to cling to their conventional (masculine) 
roles and present a stoic exterior within certain societal realms (Chandler, 
2022; De Boise & Hearn, 2017). 

 
Furthermore, this silence represents a descent into a vacuum of silence, 
which can emerge in a liminal phase of identity renegotiation. Men in this 
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phase are either on the edge of losing themselves or have already succumbed 
to this loss, initiating a subconscious battle for restoration (Markus & 
Nurius, 1986; Oliffe et al., 2012; Oyserman & Markus, 1990). The men’s 
stories reveal this ‘vacuum’ as they grapple with internal conflicts while 
they navigate their perceived embodiment of the piloting masculinity.  
 

Masculinity Unaided 
Almost all the participating men testify to experiencing a form of indirect 
isolation through exclusion in the context of IPV. The isolation is not 
characterised by direct severance from the outside world, but rather through 
a nuanced form of exclusion. Such exclusion impacts their connections with 
friends, relatives, children, and colleagues, subtly circumscribing their lives 
within the boundaries defined by their partner. While this process 
intensifies, the distance appears as increasing, due to the emotional tie to the 
controlling partner placing the men in a subordinate position of dependency. 
The term ‘exclusion’ captures the unique nature of isolation these men face, 
distinguishing their experiences within the dynamics of the abusive 
relationship.   
 
Exclusion emerges as a predominant theme from the men’s narratives, and 
the concept refers to them being deprived of participating in decisions 
concerning shared children and being a part of the women’s lives in an 
intimate relationship. Significantly, this exclusion does not affect the men’s 
opportunity to leave an abusive partner in the same way that isolation would, 
as the men might not be as reliant on their partners. Nevertheless, this 
exclusion does not imply that the emotional ties are any less intense than in 
situations of isolation.  

 
The narratives in this thesis reveal significant deficiencies in the support and 
resources available to the men when they seek help from public authorities 
in instances of IPV, underscoring a notable gap in support for male victims 
and indicating a critical need for public support systems to recognise better 
and address the unique challenges faced by men. The lack of targeted 
support and understanding stresses the urgency of developing more 
inclusive approaches that acknowledge the complexities of IPV across all 
genders. The challenges faced by women, such as isolation complicating 
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their ability to leave abusive relationships, highlight similar systemic 
failures that affect both female and male victims of IPV (cf. Holmberg & 
Enander, 2011; Lundgren, 2012; Lundgren et al., 2001). 
 
In the situation of being compelled to leave a violent relationship, men 
seemingly confront overwhelming challenges that parallel the emotional 
and practical hurdles women face, as shown in previous research. This thesis 
illustrates how men describe emerging from prolonged dehumanising 
treatment, coercive control, and physical and emotional abuse, all leading to 
eroded self-esteem and profound insecurity about forging an independent 
path. Although most of the men do not explicitly talk about isolation and 
how that state results in increased difficulties in leaving, they identify other 
factors that affect their ability to walk away. These include fear for their 
children’s well-being, lack of financial independence, and distrust from 
authority figures regarding the men’s subjection to violence by their female 
partner (Migliaccio, 2001, 2002). Other barriers that inhibit men from 
leaving such relationships are financial constraints, lack of alternative 
accommodation, reluctance to impose dire residential circumstances on their 
female partners, fear of losing contact with their children, and a perceived 
risk of endangering their children. Oliver demonstrates these complexities 
in his efforts to separate from Maria, where he is unwilling to evict her, and 
leaving his flat registered in his name, means that he is without shelter. This 
conundrum leads him to seek assistance from a non-governmental 
organisation, yet he still feels abandoned. 

 
He on the phone said, “I’d really want you to leave, and I’d really 
want you to pack a bag and come stay with us, because I’ve seen this 
before. Something will happen.” But they don’t have any shelters 
anymore, because the municipality withdrew their funding. So, he 
said, “You’d better get out of there, but we can’t help you. We have 
no place for you to stay.” So, this like… that’s what I mean by feeling 
abandoned, along the way you give up, because it doesn’t exist…. 
There is no obvious, active support to help men in this situation. And 
I can testify to that myself; it’s not just about leaving. You’d better 
have somewhere to go. Someone who […] someone who says, 
“That’s bad, you need to get out of there.” Otherwise, you do as I did, 
you start to apologise, and you start to normalise everything. “Uh, it 
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was only once or twice. It’s just that one thing.” And in the end, here 
you are. (Oliver) 

Oliver shows the resignation and abandonment of not having anywhere to 
go if he were to leave Maria. This sentiment is also enhanced when the non-
governmental organisation states that they would prefer him to leave, but at 
the same time, cannot offer him shelter. As Oliver continues, it is noticeable 
he makes at least four attempts to end the relationship, and each time either 
Maria promises to change or she guilt-trips him with her objections when 
she is asked to move out. The final time Oliver tries to end the relationship 
is when he reports her to the police, timing his action with her imminent 
move to a new flat. “So, I knew it was safe. She was about to move.” (Oliver) 
 
Oliver’s situation illustrates what Evans (2010) argues is the sole purpose of 
such violence, meaning to make it an (almost) impossible task to leave the 
abusive relationship. Maria is described as someone who gains power and 
control over Oliver by promising to change and never to mistreat or talk 
down to him again. Maria’s promises are her way of luring him into staying, 
as they always prove to be empty while hinting hope of change. Not only 
Oliver, but also Mikael and Lars have difficulty leaving the relationship. 
During their initial attempts to seek help and support, either to leave or to 
try to assist their respective partners, they are met with disbelief and 
questioning, resulting in social exclusion and abandoning them to solve their 
situations on their own. Dating back to more than 15 years ago with their 
initial contacts, these two men perceive that public authorities’ knowledge 
about men’s vulnerability and victimisation to heterosexual IPV was 
lacking, and support was nowhere to be offered. 
 
Consequently, the men, as shared by Mikael, Lars, and Oliver, encountered 
professionals who appeared unsure and ill-equipped to assist them. The lack 
of preparedness persisted even though, according to Mikael, social services 
had known about the violence in his and Elena’s home for years; social 
services has intervened, taken their three children into custody and placed 
them in family homes several times. Mikael indicates his incredulity 
towards how social services disbelieve him about what Elena subjects him 
to during their 25-year-long relationship and they do not help him break free.  
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Lars’s experience differs from Mikael’s, in that Lars’s children are taken 
into custody and relocated to a close relative of Jade at her recommendation 
to social services. Jade influences social services and gets her preference of 
family home for their three children. Mikael’s and Lars’s experiences 
exhibit the common themes of social exclusion and stigmatisation when they 
are not believed. That social services meet the victimised men in this thesis 
with disbelief, can be attributed to negative gender prejudices. These 
prejudices often arise from how their partners manipulate social services, 
leading these agencies to view the men’s predicaments through the lens of 
stereotypical gender norms (Fricker, 2007, 2018; Giorgio, 2002). 
 
Preferential treatment toward women may stem from the difficulties these 
men face in voicing their experiences, resonating with Giorgio’s concept of 
‘definitional dialogue’ and Fricker’s notion of ‘testimonial injustices.’ The 
priority given to the women’s narratives is particularly notable, as Mikael’s 
and Lars’s stories do not fit the established framework of hermeneutical 
knowledge. Furthermore, the feelings expressed by these men align with the 
conclusions of Hellgren et al. (2015), who note that men’s experiences do 
not match the general picture of heterosexual IPV, and men are often not 
allowed to be seen as victims or in vulnerable positions (Migliaccio, 2001, 
2002). 
 
Thus, the lived experiences of victimised and vulnerable men contradict 
longstanding assumptions about IPV, contesting the stereotypes rooted in 
prevailing gender norms. These challenges may arise if social services 
interpret the men’s attempts to articulate their victimisation as a provocation 
against established norms and expectations. The misinterpretation is due, in 
part, to a lack of adequate language for men to describe their experiences, 
and their struggles to communicate effectively are not a rejection of 
definitional hegemony, but rather a response to the absence of appropriate 
conceptual frameworks within which they can express themselves. The gap 
highlights a significant injustice, as these narratives illustrate a definitional 
dialogue, preventing a more nuanced understanding of the diverse reality of 
IPV (cf. Björkgren, 2009; Loseke, 2005; Wendt Höjer, 2002). 
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The excerpts in this thesis are just a selection from interviews of the 21 men 
who describe situations where a lack of support resulted in social exclusion. 
Besides these experiences, other men demonstrate a form of social exclusion 
due to scarce support. For instance, Walter describes an ongoing custody 
dispute over his and Amanda’s son and how Amanda opposes mediation at 
the social service’s family unit to determine visitation rights. To Walter, this 
appears as a voluntary decision for the mother, meaning she decides whether 
she wants to participate and she is not mandated. Given these conditions, 
Walter seeks legal assistance for help with custody matters and 
communications with Amanda while bringing the issue to the family unit. 
The social workers at the family unit question and blame him for having 
been in a relationship with someone younger than he is, thus focusing more 
on the age difference between him and Amanda rather than helping them 
collaborate. 
 

So, we have been there; we were there. Cancelled sometimes and 
such, but then we went there, and I told my story. First, we met the 
family unit alone, and then I told them how it had been and… the 
social worker said to me… when I talk about the violence and such, 
but then she said to me, “But… why were you together with such a 
young person?” […] and then I had to explain myself [….] it… I felt 
so questioned for the first four to five months when we went there 
and such. That it was I who was the problem kind of or so.” (Walter) 

Walter reveals how he faces scepticism as the social worker questions his 
decision to start an intimate relationship with a younger woman and have a 
child with her, instead of focusing on Walter’s concerns. The social 
worker’s behaviour can be understood in terms of how his narrative deviates 
from many stories told by victims of female-perpetrated IPV. What Walter 
describes happening with the social worker in the family unit, can be 
understood in terms of what Fricker (2007) claims is identity power in the 
context of gender-based power. In this thesis, however, the present 
analytical process identifies it as a form of reversed social gender power, 
given that it does not fall within the usual assumption of gender power where 
the male norm is normal (Fricker, 2007; Thomsson, 2003a). Walter’s 
interaction with the social worker illustrates an unconscious and unreflective 
exercise of identity power, in that the social worker seemingly dismisses his 
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experiences that do not align with the conventional understanding of IPV 
within society and social work practice. Nevertheless, when Walter shares 
his experiences of vulnerability and victimisation, it highlights an exercise 
of identity power, as defined by Fricker (2007, 2018).  
 
Walter’s initial interaction can also be identified as double victimisation, 
specifically in how the story deviates from the general understanding of 
violence and gender (George, 1994; Steinmetz, 1977). The double 
victimisation is also noticeable in a specific event when Amanda physically 
assaults him in front of their son, and he contacts the social services family 
unit to report this incident. There is an exercise of identity power in how he 
is treated by the social worker, falling within the framework of what Fricker 
(2007) refers to as testimonial injustice.  
 

[T]he frustration that Amanda can keep doing this all the time 
anyway…. But… when I, I’m so angry about this as well. How I’m 
treated, because there was one occasion […] I was to kiss my son 
‘goodbye’ when I handed him over to Amanda. I was to kiss him on 
the cheek as I usually do – ‘Goodbye!’ And then she hits me, that I 
was not allowed to kiss him. Then I called the family unit and told 
them about this, and the social worker at the family unit said, “Did 
she hit you hard?” I replied, “But what are you thinking now? Is that 
relevant?” [The social worker] “No, no, I’m just wondering.” I said, 
“Ok, let’s consider this then [the social worker’s name], do you think 
it is good for my son that he is involved in this, that she hit me? Do 
you think it’s good? Even if he is young, he can feel the emotions?” 
[The social worker] “Yes, but we have to address it at the next family 
unit meeting.” Then I got really angry, “Is this really how it works?” 
That’s when I started to question the whole system, and thought, If it 
was the opposite, if it had been… a man who had done this, would 
they have acted the same then? My feeling is that they wouldn’t have. 
(Walter)  

Walter’s experiences with the social services family unit shed light on the 
nuanced dynamics of gender and perception in instances of abuse and 
violence. Afterwards, Walter contacts the head of the unit, shares his 
experiences, and particularly underscores he perceives a discrepancy in the 
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treatment of male victims of abuse and violence compared to female victims 
of IPV. 

 
I’m not saying it’s the truth, but I perceive these examples, and this 
has happened. And I believe that one acts differently whether it is [a 
man or a woman], because I’m a man when it comes to abuse and 
such. That one acts differently, because I feel that one does. Because 
the woman had been brought to a shelter, with her children. But with 
me, she asks if she hit me hard or not. Nothing happened! Is this how 
you treat… is this how you treat women as well? (Walter) 

Walter’s reflections underscore a stark contrast in the responses received by 
male victims compared to the immediate and supportive actions often 
extended to female victims, such as refuge in a women’s shelter. Regarding 
the social worker’s treatment, the head of the unit acknowledges their 
potential bias against Walter, candidly admitting, “You’re probably right in 
what you’re saying. It may be that, that we see it a bit like that, 
unfortunately.” This admission provides a moment of recognition of the 
bias, albeit without a promise of any substantive change. Walter’s expressed 
desire for parity highlights his quest for validation and equitable treatment 
for men subjected to IPV by female partners. 
 
The incident further exemplifies a broader issue of identity power dynamics 
in the context of IPV. The social worker’s scepticism, embodied by the 
query, “Did she hit you hard?” not only questions Walter’s masculinity, but 
also undermines his experiences. This response, perhaps enacted 
unconsciously, silences and renders his narrative invisible, reinforcing a 
hierarchy of victimhood based on gender stereotypes, and despite Walter’s 
attempts to highlight the inequitable treatment, the system’s inaction 
remains noticeable. He is directed to a future family unit meeting, 
continuing the cycle of inadequately addressing his concerns. This scenario 
underscores an awareness of a gendered power imbalance that deviates from 
the conventional narrative of IPV, wherein female victimisation is perceived 
to be the focus. Walter’s issue confronts the prevailing assumption that men 
are inherently less vulnerable due to their physicality, and he questions the 
societal expectation that men should always be capable of defending 
themselves or managing without support.   
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Based on the narratives of Oliver, Mikael, Lars, and Walter, it is evident that 
they have all experienced a form of identity power that reinforces 
testimonial injustice due to the lack of a support system for male IPV 
victims. This absence of support results in social exclusion and manifests as 
reversed social gender power; this latter concept has been identified in the 
analysis. 
 

Loss and Escape 
Most of the participating men describe the experience of severe 
psychological and emotional distress in their relationships, leading some to 
feel physically or psychologically sick. Some men incur physical injuries, 
for which they seek professional medical help. Saleh, however, does not 
seek help at the hospital for Ciwan’s physical harm, because otherwise she 
threatens to report him to the police on false accusations. 

 
[I]f I did that [went to a doctor], the police would get involved, and if 
they did, I didn’t know what she’d say. So, I chose not to go to the 
hospital, because I knew she’d come up with a bunch of lies. She told 
me, “If the police get involved, I’ll say you raped me.” (Saleh) 

Saleh shows he feared what Ciwan would do to him, because of her 
recurring threats of falsely accusing him of things he has not done. 
According to his story, Ciwan makes use of the available stereotypical 
norms and assumptions, manipulating them to her advantage and pretending 
to be the victim (e.g., Giorgio, 2002; Fricker 2007). Saleh feels trapped in 
his relationship with Ciwan, because he fears what she might do to him or 
herself if he leaves her. She has articulated threats about her committing 
suicide or falsely accusing him, augmenting his sense of being in a dead-
end position. Saleh is not alone in feeling trapped. Walter feels severe 
psychological distress in his relationship with Amanda, resulting in sick 
leave from excessive stress and thoughts of suicide to escape the situation. 
Walter’s children are the reason he stops considering suicide despite his 
expressed feeling of being trapped in a dead-end position. 
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Caroline: So, the children were your turning point?  

Walter: Yes, they were. No, I had a lot of thoughts about it for a 
while, I did. I felt like I was cornered. I couldn’t see a way out; I was 
trapped in everything. It wasn’t just a simple solution. There were 
many things that couldn’t be changed. I felt trapped.  

Caroline: You mentioned it earlier, like being held hostage.  

Walter: Yes, I felt imprisoned.  

Walter and Saleh, along with other men, use various words to describe how 
they feel when trapped in their relationships and unable to influence the 
actions of their partners during and after the relationship. That there are 
multiple different words indicates the struggle to label these experiences in 
a single word or term. Feeling trapped in a destructive relationship, also 
include emotions like resignation and hopelessness.   
 
Nicholas, for instance, feels defeated and hopeless after discovering that his 
wife Shanelle has also cheated on him with one of his closest friends, 
requesting to live in a symbiotic relationship as a trio. The negative impact 
on his will to live was enormous, accompanied by very destructive thoughts, 
though he never went further than just having thoughts. 
 

And at that point, I was probably on the verge of losing my mind, 
honestly. [heavy sigh] […] Yeah. I almost died. I could have drunk 
myself to death, yeah…. I had almost given up, and the children were 
taken away around the same time or a month later. […] I was 
contemplating murdering both of them, him and her. And yeah … it 
wasn’t that far away. [heavy sigh] My love and thoughts of the 
children managed to keep me from it. […] Yeah, it was… [cries] 
Yeah, I’ve had thoughts of suicide! It probably wouldn’t have 
happened with… it would have been suicide by cop or drinking 
myself to death, basically. Not so many thoughts of… there was so 
much hatred and anger inside me, so I…[cries] yeah [cries] I don’t 
really know what to say [heavy sigh]. (Nicholas) 
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Both Walter and Nicholas express not wanting to live anymore, with suicide 
seeming like the only option available to them in that entrapped position in 
their relationships. They both mention how thoughts of their children 
prevent them from harming themselves or others. At the heart of Nicholas’s 
story lies the distressing revelation of destructive thoughts, from self-harm 
with scenarios of “suicide by cop” or through alcohol abuse, to thoughts of 
eliminating Shanelle and a former close friend. This confession lays bare a 
complex tapestry of emotions, weaving together threads of deep emotional 
connection to his abuser, characterised by feelings of love and compassion 
yet darkened by the shadows of betrayal, hate, and an intricate (co-) 
dependency. The emotional landscape offers a glimpse into the Nicholas’s 
state, where despite all the turmoil, he has not yet embarked on the leaving 
process. Such a journey, though described in specific models as 
encompassing steps from physical exit to emotional detachment and 
understanding, seems to elude Nicholas, underscoring a dissonance between 
theoretical frameworks and his lived reality.  
 
The concept of the leaving process, initially designed to describe a 
progression through physical separation, emotional untangling, and finally, 
a clear understanding of one’s situation (Enander & Holmberg, 2008), offers 
a structured approach to understanding IPV escape for victimised women. 
In the case of Nicholas, he prompts a reconsideration when applied to men’s 
experiences. His portrayal of love, fear, guilt, shame, compassion, and hope, 
amidst his struggles with (co-)dependency and the challenges posed by his 
and Shanelle’s substance abuse, reveals a nuanced and complex pathway far 
removed from the existing progression of becoming free. While Enander 
and Holmberg (2008) illuminate the pathway or leaving process, Nicholas 
exemplifies the emotional and situational complexities separation or escape 
involves. There are limitations to applying a framework rigidly to all 
individuals’ experiences. 
 
Acknowledging Nicholas’s experience requires recognising that the journey 
away from an abusive relationship may not align neatly with predefined 
stages. The depth of emotion and the intricacies of his and similar cases 
point to a broader and more complex process of the individual attaining 
understanding and detachment. Such a view challenges the straightforward 
application of existing models to the experiences of men in IPV situations, 
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highlighting the diversity of individual journeys with the unique realities of 
men (cf. Enander & Holmberg, 2008; Holmberg & Enander, 2011). For 
Nicholas to cope with Shanelle’s mistreatment, he increases his alcohol and 
drug intake, notably he is not the only participant who acknowledges being 
on the brink of alcohol and drug addiction. Oliver also resorts to drug use to 
stay alert and cope with the various dimensions of violence and abuse, 
primarily emotional and psychological, inflicted by his girlfriend, Maria. In 
addition, Christer discloses he nearly succumbs to excessive alcohol 
consumption if it were not for his children’s presence. These men describe 
a wide range of strategies to cope with what they endured; some turn to self-
destruction, while others try to flee the situation. For instance, Mikael, on 
various occasions to flee his and Elena’s home to escape her erratic 
behaviour, sleeps on a mattress in his parents’ basement, without their 
knowledge, or outside on their uninsulated porch or in the car. 

 
The narratives in this thesis reveal that the men, each uniquely, undergo a 
process of deconstructing their traditional masculinities. Such 
deconstruction involves questioning and sometimes rejecting the norms and 
behaviours traditionally associated with masculinity (Connell, 2005, 2009). 
As the men navigate through their experiences, they struggle to redefine 
their sense of self, often feeling disconnected from the conventional roles 
they once occupied. Whitehead’s (2002) concept of the absent subject is 
particularly relevant here, as it describes how men can become marginalised 
within discourses of gender that do not acknowledge their victimisation or 
allow for their vulnerability (e.g., Migliaccio, 2001, 2002; Hellgren et al., 
2015).  
 
The marginalisation is further exacerbated by a loss of what is often referred 
to as the male gaze – a term that initially describes a way of looking that 
empowers men and objectifies women, but here is repurposed to signify a 
loss of agency and authority that these men experience. The men in this 
thesis are no longer subjects of their narratives, but become passive objects, 
acted upon by others and their circumstances. The loss of agency leads to a 
diminished ability to influence their own lives and decisions, culminating in 
what can be described as an annihilation of their constructed masculine 
identities (Whitehead, 2002; Wojnicka, 2021).  
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Unexpected Helping Hands  
The perceived invisibility often instils deep frustration in the men who find 
their experiences and stories dismissed, a reality that may lead to dire 
consequences, as highlighted in studies by Hanson and Lysova (2021) and 
Lysova et al. (2022). This thesis delves into the narratives underscoring the 
testimonial injustice the men grapple with, identifying a facet of the broader 
epistemic injustice they endure due to the perceived scarcity of help 
available for men. The men paint vivid pictures in their stories of their 
struggles to seek various forms of assistance, confronting obstacles deeply 
rooted in professionals’ preconceived notions about gender roles in violent 
relationships.   

 
The men’s experienced bias possibly stems from prevailing definitions of 
IPV and the assumptions regarding the typical victim and aggressor, which 
contrast with the shared accounts of these men. In an unusual instance, Lars 
has a significant encounter with a professional from a specialised IPV unit 
within social services, who acknowledges Lars and offers him a rare 
opportunity to voice his experiences (symbolising definitional dialogue), in 
which he expresses feeling trapped in his marriage to Jade.  

 
We were sitting outside in the yard [belonging to a property 
complex]. It was the summer of 2011, and she saw that I was not well, 
so she said, “Come on in, and let’s talk.” And then she gave me a 
poem by… I can’t remember what it’s called now, where it stated 
what violence is. (Lars) 

The ‘poem’ is a potent definition of violence stated by Isdal (2001)61.  
 

Violence is any act directed at another person who, through that act, 
is harmed, intimidated, or offended, causing that person to do 

 

61 The quote initially appears in chapter one Subjected to Something in the section Putting Words to a 
Hidden Reality. Lars refers to this quote as a poem, but it is in fact a definition by Isdal which is often 
used by specialised IPV units in municipalities to describe IPV or DV.  
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something against his or her free will or to refrain from doing 
something he or she wants. (2001, p. 34)  

Isdal’s definition helps Lars to put words to his experiences. He reveals that 
this realisation comes shortly before what he calls “the big bang boom” in 
his relationship, where there is the culmination of escalating tensions and 
how he strains himself to appease Jade and prioritises the family’s needs 
while suppressing his own. Meanwhile, he contemplates leaving her once 
the female professional acknowledges his distress and subtly poses the 
possibility of him being a victim of IPV by presenting him with Isdal’s 
definition. When asked in the interview about meeting this professional, he 
states, “Mm… it was quite something. That helping hand that someone, for 
once, said, I see you!” Being acknowledged and heard catalyses a turning 
point in Lars’s life, providing him with the courage and fortitude to leave 
Jade and the abusive situation he endured. 

 
This intervention on the part of a helpful professional is not isolated; it 
resonates with the subtle yet significant impact of professionals who can 
pierce through the veil of societal biases. In contrast, however, Mikael 
reveals a different facet of his journey, where he ignores early warning signs 
signalled by his mother, choosing instead to rationalise Elena’s behaviour 
and inadvertently shield his predicament from those who might have offered 
support. Mikael’s own denial of his circumstances ends up turning away 
possible help.  

 
I didn’t see that, but my mum saw it right away. When she heard we 
were getting married, she said, “But don’t you see?” and I just, “But 
when she’s nice, she’s so cute,” I said. And I saw the nice things…. 
(Mikael) 

Mikael describes a common defensive mechanism visible among several of 
the men: preserving one’s self-image and masculinity despite adversity. 
Admitting to experiencing violence and abuse can risk destabilising their 
anchored masculinity, which Mikael in this case, presumably wants to 
avoid. In his attempts to diminish and justify Elena’s actions towards him, 
he indirectly silences himself and sustains the male gaze directed at him by 
his mother and others in his immediate surroundings. Mikael discloses that 



Lost in Subordination 
 

 
316 

the once-overlooked support becomes crucial when he decides to leave 
Elena for the last time (he has tried multiple times before). On this final exit, 
Mikael highlights the complex interplay of recognition and acceptance in 
these situations. Mikael contacts the social services emergency line for help, 
which surprisingly results in him and his youngest son being placed in a 
shelter.  
 
Being offered the shelter, uncovers another layer in the men’s struggle to be 
recognised as vulnerable and victims of female-perpetrated IPV. According 
to the National Board of Health and Welfare, there are 282 women’s shelters 
in Sweden, and 38 per cent or 107 of these accept male victims 
(Socialstyrelsen, 2020). Although shelters report helping and 
accommodating male victims, the awareness among social services seems 
to be limited, as evidenced by the participating men. For instance, Mikael 
emphasises his surprise at being offered a place in a shelter, and he did not 
know that such existed for men. His experience of being placed at one 
unexpectedly turned out to be a sanctuary, where he experiences empathy 
that transcends gender barriers. 

 
It’s probably super hard to understand, because that’s what was so, in 
a way… that’s why our little trio there, we joke about that, that we’re 
so damn good at understanding each other. We can look each other in 
the eye, and it was like that at the shelter. You never had to ask. You 
understood this person, whether it was a woman or a man, it didn’t 
matter. We knew we were there for a reason, different details, but 
we’d all been subjected to violence. And it’s nice to have these two 
mums, who, a young girl with two small children. And she had her 
own story, but when it gets tough, we call, and we’re having fun. We 
call and like, meet up once a month or so. And we support each other 
and…. (Mikael) 

Mikael recounts experiences that are rich with emotions and insights. The 
story highlights the essential role of shelters as safe havens that facilitate 
healing and mutual understanding. Yet, while Mikael as a man can be 
offered support and shelter, this turns out to be a unique experience among 
the men in this thesis. He is not placed in an all-men shelter, but in a shelter 
primarily housing victimised women. Although all residents have their 
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rooms, the common areas are open to everyone, causing uncertainty and 
insecurity at their initial stay stage. Over time, once everyone overcomes 
initial suspicions about why the others are there, they all become each 
other’s support system. The perception of shelters is not universally positive 
among all male participants in this study, with some viewing them as 
exacerbating their struggles, particularly concerning access to their 
children62. These accounts underscore the need for shelters and associated 
services to strive for an environment that upholds support and fairness for 
all victims, reflecting the diverse and complex nature of IPV scenarios. 

 
The stories of Lars, Mikael, and others stand as testimony to the intricate 
realities the men face in IPV. Their experiences serve as a clarion call for 
enhanced awareness, empathy, and systemic support tailored to the often-
overlooked needs of men navigating the turbulent waters of such 
circumstances. 
 

Empathy and Masculinity 
Lars and Mikael recount receiving unexpected support in their respective 
situations, and Oliver and other participating men seek counselling due to 
their vulnerable conditions. When Oliver files a police report for rape 
against his partner, Maria, the female police officer recording the complaint 
initially appears not to take him seriously. Her demeanour shifts however 
once he begins detailing the specifics of the event he endured, and this 
change reflects a recognition of the severity of his allegations against Maria. 
Oliver reveals that before choosing to report the incident, he underwent 
therapy for some time to process his experiences, and in conjunction with 
one of his counselling sessions, before ending his relationship, he receives 
confirmation that what he endured is IPV. Like the other men, he then feels 
understood and seen. Oliver recalls that this validation makes him feel 
secure and recognised as a man subjected to actions with emasculating and 
‘de-sexing’ effects, which have the power of “making him appear as not 
fully a man,” as mentioned by Migliaccio (2001, p. 220).  
 

 

62 Shelters are discussed in chapter one Narratives with a Message in the section A Place for Safety or 
Advantage? 
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After filing an official complaint against Maria and being recognised by his 
therapist and the policewoman, it still takes several months before Oliver 
decides to end the relationship, perhaps finally fully realising that what 
Maria subjected him to amounted to rape. 
 

I’m sitting here [on a bus], reasoning with myself, and thinking, “I 
want to be treated as if I were a woman in the relationship.” I have to 
explain myself. That is, I want to experience the same affirmation, 
the same attention, the same support, the same opportunities and 
freedom for comfort and care, but at the same time – respect as if I 
were a woman. And I realise that I don’t have that. And then, I 
accidentally flip our relationship in my head; I mean, I switched 
gender roles between us. “No, this has to go!”, I realised then. 
(Oliver)  

What is interesting in Oliver’s excerpt is this expression: “I want to be 
treated as if I were a woman in this relationship.” The expression can be 
understood in various ways. Firstly, he feels that his identity as a man has 
been ostracised or marginalised to such an extent that it has become 
meaningless and invisible. Secondly, wanting to be treated like a woman is 
more about his desire to experience the same credibility and immediate 
rights that he perceives are provided to women and their narratives in these 
contexts. Thirdly, he has found himself in a liminal state for an extended 
period, where he experiences a sense of being de-sexed both prior to the rape 
and afterwards, and his talking with a therapist can have contributed to a 
subtle emergence of a transformation that is beginning to take place. The 
transition can be understood in terms of how Oliver might discover a path 
to a new possible self and a renegotiated piloting masculinity, potentially 
leading him to a new Oliver and the man he can become. Oliver articulates 
his own integral transformation. 
 

It’s so wonderful when you’ve made this decision. Then she can do 
whatever she wants, because it’s over. I mean, it’s like this [laughter], 
now I’m free! I mean, the realisation that… not really that you 
become free, but the realisation… or should I say, the insight I got 
there, that I’ve been trapped into something, and that’s why I’ve been 
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feeling miserable and blue. And I can change that by walking away 
from it. (Oliver) 

Oliver’s words capture the emotional liberation he experiences upon 
redefining his boundaries and how his sense of relief underscores this shift 
in his perspective. The transformative moment is not merely about escaping 
his abusive and violent relationship with Maria, but perhaps a chance to 
break free from expectations of traditional masculinity (see Connell & 
Messerschmidt, 2005). The insights voiced by Oliver may represent a 
rejection of the societal norms that dictate how a man should react and 
behave, highlighting the restrictive nature of these stereotypes. 
 
Oliver’s journey shows that he can embrace a form of piloting masculinity, 
where he navigates through unchartered emotional territories, moving 
towards a new possible self that might be more “authentic” to who he has 
become as a result of his experiences (cf. Alstam & Forkby, 2022; Markus 
& Nurius, 1986; Oyserman & Markus, 1990). The transformation that has 
transcended while Oliver, like other men in the thesis, has been in the liminal 
space has not been about conforming to traditional norms, but rather about 
acknowledging the right to feel vulnerable and respected. Oliver surpasses 
traits that align with masculinity from a traditional perspective. 
 
Although Oliver’s story is particularly compelling due to the powerful 
emotions conveyed in his quote, his experience is not unique in the journey 
toward finding a new self. The path is not linear for those who share their 
stories, nor are their experiences confined by traditional, gender-specific 
expectations of them as men. The narratives of the participating men 
underscore the need to transcend conventional definitions of gender roles in 
society, especially concerning the perception of IPV. These examples 
illuminate the vulnerabilities of men and thereby enhance the public 
understanding of their situations. The aim is to demonstrate the necessity of 
holistically embracing men’s emotional experiences of IPV perpetrated by 
an intimate female partner and the impact on their self-perception. 

 

***** 
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Chapter Summary 
The chapter provides an exploration of men’s challenges and vulnerabilities 
when experiencing IPV, in particular questioning traditional views of 
masculinity and the male gaze. It underscores the dynamic and evolving 
discourse on masculinity, emphasising the importance of recognising the 
fluidity of masculine identities and experiences, especially those of 
marginalised (compliant) or victimised men who deviate from conventional 
norms. It calls for a broader understanding of masculinity that includes 
diverse male experiences, aiming to dismantle the prevailing narratives 
around IPV. 
 
The narratives delve into personal stories to illustrate the real-life impacts 
of these dynamics. The men’s lived experiences of being victimised and 
facing bias from the police and social services exemplify the institutional 
challenges they encounter when their experiences contradict prevailing 
assumptions and norms. These accounts reveal a systemic bias that might 
trivialise and silence male victimisation and perpetuate a narrow 
understanding of IPV dynamics.  

 
Furthermore, this chapter highlights the psychological and emotional toll of 
such experiences on men, including feelings of invisibility, powerlessness, 
and loss of self. The narratives illustrate how societal and institutional biases 
against men’s vulnerabilities in IPV contexts contribute to a sense of 
exclusion and marginalisation. Psychological violence exacerbates this 
exclusion, inducing fear, guilt, and shame, eroding self-esteem and leading 
to a loss of identity and self. The men describe struggling to navigate these 
obstacles, and their stories illustrate the fragile state of their masculinity – 
caught in a limbo between vulnerability and the resilience required to admit 
being a victim of IPV. This state, described in the narratives as 
(in)vulnerable masculinity in limbo, highlights the constant navigation 
between reaffirming their identity and succumbing to the derogatory labels 
imposed by their female partner. 
 
Many of the men’s narratives depict how they adapt their behaviour to avoid 
conflict with their abusive partner, often at the expense of their own self-
identity and autonomy. This adaptation and the consequential power 
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dynamics represent a significant departure from traditional masculinity, 
revealing a complex interplay between individual attitudes, social values, 
and gender roles. Furthermore, this chapter scrutinises societal expectations 
of masculinity and challenges the stereotypes that traditionally associate 
masculinity with strength, superiority, and control. These narratives 
underscore that men’s choices of non-violent responses in the face of their 
partner’s abusive behaviours do not merely comply with the traditional 
expectation that men should be able to ‘take a little,’ meaning they should 
endure abuse or hardship stoically, but rather demonstrate a proactive 
embrace of caring, sensitive, and emotional roles, defying the conventional 
stoic male archetype. This divergence from conventional norms underscores 
the complexity of gender identity and the potential for its redefinition based 
on personal experiences and societal interactions. The concept of piloting 
masculinity encapsulates this evolution, depicting masculinity as a dynamic 
journey of navigating diverse identities and integrating traditionally 
masculine and feminine traits. The nuanced understanding of masculinity 
challenges entrenched norms and fosters a more inclusive perspective, 
setting the stage for further exploration in the concluding reflections of this 
thesis. 

 
The chapter concludes by exploring the shifting landscape of masculinity 
within the context of IPV and societal expectations, highlighting the 
performative and socially constructed nature of gender. This exploration 
brings to light the struggles of men navigating their identities amidst abusive 
relationships and societal pressures, contending with traditional notions of 
masculinity, and opens discussions on the evolving definitions of 
masculinity. The chapter also accentuates men’s difficulties in articulating 
their emotional distress, including depression and suicidal ideation, due to 
societal norms that deem expressions of vulnerability and victimisation as 
unmasculine. The narratives of the interviewed men reveal a common theme 
of feeling despondent, worthless, and so trapped in an abusive relationship 
that some even contemplate suicide as their only means of escape. 

 
The narratives also touch upon the systemic inadequacies in providing 
support for men subjected to IPV, highlighting a discrepancy in the 
availability of resources and support systems for women compared to men. 
The narrated experiences further illustrate the hurdles men face of not being 
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acknowledged as victims of female-perpetrated IPV. Their attempts to seek 
help often meet with disbelief, questioning, and a lack of preparedness from 
public authorities to assist them. The visible response can be attributed to 
societal and institutional biases that frame IPV, resulting in the overlooked 
realities of most male victims. Although, this may be the most common 
response men face, there are a few men who disclose receiving an 
unexpected helping hand from different sources to deal with their realities 
and experiences.   
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Part Three 
The End 

This third and concluding part of the thesis reflects on insights, synthesising 
the core discoveries encountered throughout this exploratory journey. The 
chapter, Concluding Reflections, revisits the research objective and 
questions that have guided the study, weaving together the narratives. It also 
delves into the transformative experiences of the men, highlighting their 
navigations through liminal states towards the development of a ‘new’ 
masculine identity or possible self. The exploration into piloting masculinity 
underscores the acknowledgement of a nuanced, (in)vulnerable masculinity. 
The chapter encapsulates the essence of the findings and opens avenues for 
future research, suggesting directions that could further enrich the overall 
understanding of complex IPV dynamics. 
 
Once again, I must note a methodological deviation I employ in this thesis. 
In this section, though it is not standard practice, I include a transcript 
excerpt from one of the participating men. This is a quote which I have not 
been able to let go of since the interview was conducted in the summer of 
2019. It was not until I started the analysis process that I understood why 
this man’s words had taken hold of me – his thoughts describe the concept 
of piloting masculinity in terms of metaphors symbolising what piloting 
masculinity entails. This excerpt is integrated into my concluding reflections 
when discussing the concept of piloting masculinity, because it significantly 
enhances the discussion I am presenting in this chapter. 
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Concluding Reflections 
In this thesis, my initial curiosity about the conceptualisation of men’s 
vulnerability to female-perpetrated IPV unfolded into a complex exploration 
far beyond my preliminary ideas. The discourse surrounding vulnerability, 
victimhood, and masculinity opened a Pandora’s Box of questions, 
demanding an in-depth understanding and explanation within a societal 
context that predominantly views men as aggressors. Attempting to merely 
flip the coin within the IPV discourse revealed the intricate ties between 
men’s vulnerability, prevailing gender norms, and IPV assumptions, all 
which lead to the societal hesitation to acknowledge men as legitimate 
victims within the IPV narrative – a stance corroborated by the personal 
accounts of men in this study.  
 
Delving into the vulnerability and victimisation of men subjected to IPV, 
this thesis engaged with 21 men whose stories unveil the multifaceted 
dimensions of violence within their intimate relationships with a female 
partner. This investigation not only illuminates the effects of these 
experiences on self-perception and gender identity among the men, but also 
unravels the characteristics and content of their narratives, highlighting 
encounters with epistemic injustices. Such injustice significantly hinders the 
men from being able to articulate their experiences, as their narratives 
deviate from established definitional hegemony and dialogue, often due to 
an inadequate vocabulary for conveying their experiences in 
comprehensible ways to both their immediate surroundings and public 
authorities.  
 
Through this journey, I have discovered how the concepts of epistemic 
injustice, definitional hegemony, and definitional dialogue contribute to a 
gradual shift leading to a state of liminality among the men, fostering what 
I have labelled piloting masculinity. Piloting masculinity precedes the 
transformation process that culminates in the emergence of a new possible 
self. The narratives and experiences of these men resonate with existing 
research on male vulnerability, both nationally and internationally (Bates, 
2017; Bates, 2019b; Hellgren et al., 2015; Hine, 2019; Hine, Noku, et al., 
2022), reinforcing the need for a broader acknowledgement of male 
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vulnerability, especially within the context of IPV in heterosexual 
relationships (Hellgren et al., 2015; Migliaccio, 2002).  
 
Revisiting the thesis objective and intertwining the significant findings, this 
concluding chapter underscores the relevance of conceptualising men’s 
vulnerability, victimhood, and masculinity in IPV. The objective of this 
thesis is to describe and analyse men’s lived experiences of (diverse 
dimensions of) violence perpetrated by a female partner, the men’s reactions 
to their experiences, and what subsequent effects these experiences have on 
their sense of self and masculinity. In exploring these narratives, I have 
carefully uncovered the complex layers that shape men’s experiences with 
violence, shedding light on the profound impact of violence on identity and 
masculinity. This examination not only deepens my understanding of IPV, 
but also invites me to foster a more empathetic approach towards 
understanding the intricate struggles and resilience of men navigating these 
experiences. By engaging with these stories with care and sensitivity, I 
endeavour to contribute to a discussion on IPV that respects the diverse 
experiences and challenges that victimised and vulnerable men might face.  

 

***** 
 
 

Redefining Masculinity and Victimhood 
The concepts of masculinity and victimhood are not often combined within 
the context of IPV, and even less so when the aggressor is female. Perhaps 
it is because masculinity and victimhood are viewed as being ‘incompatible’ 
with prevailing gender identities (Lombard, 2013; Lövkrona, 2009a; 
Svensson, 2005). Combining masculinity and victimhood challenges the 
assumptions about hegemonic masculinity and who is to be regarded as the 
undisputable victim within the context of IPV. According to Christie (1986), 
the assumption is that a victim is weak, passive, and subordinate, and thus, 
due to prevailing gender identities, being a victim is more often associated 
with women and femininity, which inadvertently always puts women in the 
subordinate position. These are qualities that men may have difficulty 
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identifying with, according to scholars of male victims of IPV (Hellgren et 
al., 2015; Hine, Bates, et al., 2022; Migliaccio, 2001, 2002). 

 
Aligning with previous research, one common element among the narratives 
of the men in this thesis is that, although they contacted me to express their 
interest in participating in the study, no man explicitly voiced being a victim 
of IPV. Instead, they subliminally express being subjected to something, 
indicating that they perceive their experiences as deviant and atypical 
compared to others in their social network. In this way, masculinity and 
victimhood may be more straightforward to grasp on an individual rather 
than a collective level. Once masculinity and victimhood are united, a 
challenge emerges in the societal context, and distrust and disbelief about 
credibility arise when the men include the word(s) associated with 
victimhood in their self-representations (cf. Joseph-Edwards & Wallace, 
2020; Petersson & Plantin, 2019). As it turns out, how the men view 
masculinity and victimhood does not occur consistently in the narratives, 
making it possible to establish that the combination of the concepts indicates 
that the men somehow disconnect themselves from their masculinity and in 
the process end up on the verge of losing their sense of self (e.g., Connell, 
2005; Whitehead, 2002). When or if this disconnection and loss of self 
happens, the men can be said to enter a world of uncertainty that aligns with 
being in a liminal state. To be in limbo can augment the sense of losing 
oneself, but it can also be the path needed for the men to grasp what they 
endure, and it is within such a state that the men start to change and face 
other forms of challenges. The best outcome is for this state to help the men 
through the various stages of transformation, a process which precedes their 
reconstruction of a ‘new’ masculine identity that is suited to them based on 
the experiences they have endured (cf. Thomassen, 2016).  

 
In the trajectory of (re)constructing a man, as Fausto-Sterling (1995) argues, 
there may be a risk in the process of redefining or disconnecting the old 
masculine identity to reconstruct the new masculinity and how the 
transformation results in what Whitehead (2002) calls the absent subject or 
what Connell (2005) defines as the complicit and/or the marginalised 
masculinity. Specifically, this happens if the man redefining his masculinity 
has been disconnected from the qualities of the hegemonic masculinity when 
facing and experiencing female-perpetrated IPV (cf. Hellgren et al., 2015; 
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Migliaccio, 2001, 2002). The concepts of the absent subject and the 
complicit masculinity have the power to complicate an already complex 
phenomenon further, since these notions do not seem to suit the whole image 
of what masculinity, hegemonic or not, entails. 

 
In this way, masculinities are socially (re)constructing phenomena due to 
the various interactions men face and engage in with others (cf. Connell, 
2005). Thus, one may assume that hegemonic masculinity can be 
deconstructed and disconnected to be reconstructed by other masculinities, 
such as marginalised or complicit (cf. Connell, 2005; Whitehead, 2002). 
Therefore, the assumption that these 21 men possess the hegemonic qualities 
of masculinity is not entirely wrong, even though they visibly do not exert 
violence or power against others besides themselves. However, it is 
important to note that according to the theory of hegemonic masculinity, 
most men do not actively exhibit these dominant behaviours; instead, they 
benefit from the privileges associated with hegemonic masculinity without 
directly engaging in violence or overt dynamics (Connell, 2005).  Demetriou 
(2001) states that Connell (and in some ways Whitehead, 2002 and Hearn, 
1998a) means that if we are to consider men and masculinity, we ought to 
acknowledge theoretically that various expressions of masculinity 
continuously impact and interact with each other. Moreover, the concept of 
hegemonic masculinity can be constructed by the presence of less superior 
or marginalised masculinities. The term ‘authorisation’ has been introduced 
in masculinity studies to illustrate how the prevailing model of masculinity 
can potentially affirm specific facets of subordinate or marginalised 
masculinities (Demetriou, 2001).  
 
The concept of hegemonic masculinity does not solely signify men’s 
superior position over women; it also encompasses power dynamics among 
men, highlighting the existence of subordinate, marginalised, and complicit 
masculinities (Connell, 2005; Meth, 2014). In societal discourse, men are 
often portrayed as inherently violent and aggressive. Adopting such a biased 
lens to scrutinise men, masculinity, and violence, however, precludes the 
opportunity for men to challenge this generalised portrayal. It is crucial to 
acknowledge that although societal norms may ascribe to all men the traits 
associated with hegemonic masculinity – including the capacity for violence 
– this does not imply that all men choose to embody the hegemonic male 
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archetype by leveraging fear to achieve their objectives, both in public and 
private spheres. Thus, Pease (2012) emphasises that it is vital to be precise 
about the specific men under discussion when examining masculinity and 
violence. This nuance is significant considering research from the late 1970s 
and early 1980s, which has demonstrated that women are capable of 
exercising violence towards both genders (Steinmetz, 1977; Straus et al., 
1980). 
 
Over the years, it has become increasingly evident that research on IPV 
provides relevant frameworks for understanding and verbalising the hidden 
realities and experiences of the (subordinate) men (e.g., De Puy et al., 2017). 
Simultaneously, this research raises the question of why it has been 
challenging and demanding for the men to describe their experiences using 
established terms, as identified in the narratives of the 21 men participating 
in this study. There are significant keys to interpreting questions regarding 
how relational interaction patterns are understood within the prevailing 
social and cultural frameworks for conceptualising IPV, gender, and power. 
When contradictory frameworks emerge, men and women can experience 
difficulties comprehending their experiences, because their expectations do 
not align with general assumptions. The exploration of the narratives this 
thesis is based upon, reveals that the men do not face significant difficulties 
in identifying specific acts of physical violence. They recognise violence as 
acts like kicking, hitting, and punching63, in which the men are asked how 
they define violence. During the interviews and the analytical process, it 
became clear that the definition of violence the men express primarily 
focuses on the physical aspects. These definitions have played a significant 
role in contextualising and interpreting the men’s lived experiences. In 
contrast, the men have less confidence in depicting other articulated 
experiences, possibly due to the perception of more fluid boundaries and 
vaguer descriptions of non-physical violent acts. The men illustrate how 
relational interaction patterns and the consequences of emotional, verbal, 
and psychological violence evolve over time.  

 
The present study has examined the various forms of violence and abuse 
discussed by the men during their interviews, with the analysis interpreting 

 

63 As illustrated in the introduction chapter Subjected to Something. 
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the meanings and significance behind these concepts in relation to the men’s 
personal narratives and gender identity. The process of identifying the 
various dimensions of violence and abuse that the men articulated, and 
examining how these dimensions correspond to previously established 
definitions, makes a significant step toward understanding how the men 
discuss their experiences – what they are talking about, and why they speak 
about their experiences in the way they do. The objective has been to 
identify various dimensions of articulated violence and examine how these 
dimensions correspond to previously established definitions. The interviews 
encompass both violent and abusive narratives, shedding light on the diverse 
manifestations of violence experienced by men, as well as, how the men 
have coped with the versatility of the various ‘violent performances’ their 
partner has embodied throughout their intimate relationship (cf. Abbink, 
2000). 
 
In examining the individual accounts, there is notable disparity, clearly 
evident, in how the men perceive their experiences when their partner holds 
the superior role in the relationship. The application of traditional feminist 
conceptions of violence and victimisation might further complicate the 
identification of violent dimensions within the narratives of the men 
(Cannon & Buttell, 2016). Moreover, efforts to elucidate how the men 
narrate their experiences (Abbink, 2000) add another layer of complexity to 
understanding both the nature of violence and the experience of being 
subjected to it.  
 

Navigating Masculine Identities amidst Social Dynamics 
One situation where the hegemony of men, the marginalised men, and the 
emotions of fear and shame can be applied is in the specific city area of 
Durban in South Africa (Meth, 2014). Here, people have established 
informal homes due to not having the financial means to live in formal 
housing, and men and women are easy targets to other men’s violence, often 
performed in groups (Meth, 2014). Meth shows how the hegemony of men 
inflicts fear among both men and women, while these ‘hegemonic’ men use 
their power over unknown people and how those people face and deal with 
the hegemony of these men (who are showing off their hegemonic 
masculinity). Meth also explores how people in informal housing are 
subjected to power and intimidation. She details how these experiences lead 



Chapter Nine  
 

 
331 

to men becoming disconnected and vulnerable regarding their gender 
identity. Even though these men may exhibit traits of hegemonic 
masculinity in other aspects of their daily lives, they can still become victims 
of violence and abuse. Often, this abuse is perpetrated by groups of unknown 
men, and thus, the poorly-housed men are occasionally forced into complicit 
masculinity by the other men operating in groups (cf. Messerschmidt, 
2019a, 2019b).  
 
Meth’s study shows how no one can avoid the reconstructing as a man 
(2014). The experiences of the men in the Durban area perhaps are not 
directly comparable to those of the men who have been subjected to violence 
by a female partner. Yet, relevant to the present study is how these South 
African men experience disconnection and deconstruction of traditional 
masculine ideals, leading them to reconstruct their identities with more 
vulnerable and perhaps complicit masculine qualities. In this aspect, a 
comparison can be made between the men in Meth’s study and the men 
participating in this thesis, in how they describe having nowhere to turn for 
help without facing distrust or disbelief by society (Hellgren et al., 2015; 
Migliaccio, 2001, 2002). While the specific socio-economic contexts differ, 
the underlying themes of male vulnerability and societal expectations 
resonate with the narratives of the men in the present study who have been 
subjected to IPV by female partners. Like the men in Durban, the 
participating men in this thesis navigate complex social and power dynamics 
that challenge traditional perceptions of masculinity when they confront 
societal disbelief and lack of supportive structures that complicate their 
identification as victims and impede their paths forward. This comparison 
highlights the significant challenges encountered by men in redefining 
masculinity in the context of IPV, regardless of the aggressor’s gender or 
socio-economic background.  
 
When viewing masculinity through the lenses of vulnerability, it becomes 
noticeable that the principles of differentiation and paradox inherently 
characterise various forms of masculinity. This characterisation varies 
depending on the context, timeframe, and location in which masculinity is 
challenged and transformed (Hutchings, 2008). Analysing men as 
vulnerable and legitimate victims of IPV in heterosexual relationships raises 
important considerations for our perceptions of established assumptions 
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about IPV. This insight has the potential to shift the perspectives subtly, 
inviting a re-evaluation of established knowledge and a gradual adjustment 
of the understanding of reality. Notably, scholars such as Cannon and Buttell 
(2016) and Meth (2014), among others, investigate these aspects, while 
examining IPV through a feminist lens and exploring the multifaceted nature 
of masculinity. 

 
Men, too, are vulnerable and subjected to violence by female partners in the 
context of their home, which raises resistance related to their experiences 
when they move to seek help (Joseph-Edwards & Wallace, 2020). These 
experiences are highlighted by a sense of bias among professionals in public 
authorities, which these victimised men often describe to have endured. In 
the narratives forming the basis of this thesis, it is evident that the men go 
ahead and struggle to be heard and become visible, despite knowing that 
their stories often do not gain precedence due to being perceived as not being 
credible. Experiencing a lack of acknowledgement places the men in a 
position of invisibility, serving as an implicit form of silencing. The stories 
shared by individuals, who face being silenced, reflect a range of men’s 
reactions; instead of simply pushing back against this silence, many actively 
explore ways to comprehend and derive significance from their encounters. 
Often, the men turn to secluded social media platforms, not as a form of 
building opposition, but as a means to connect with others who can relate to 
their experiences and offer empathy and support (Giorgio, 2002). 

 
The search for solidarity and understanding is further characterised by the 
extensive consequences these men describe undergoing in their lives, 
including physical symptoms like difficulty swallowing food or liquids and 
psychological distress such as depression, insomnia, anxiety, and suicidal 
ideations. In their quest for recognition, particularly from authority figures, 
they confront narratives and counter-arguments that downplay the need for 
support for male victims. These counter-arguments, predominantly from 
feminists, policymakers, practitioners, and researchers focusing on men’s 
violence against women, posit that women primarily suffer violence and that 
any female-perpetrated violence towards men is either a reaction to or self-
defence against male aggression, suggesting a simultaneity in these actions 
(Caldwell et al., 2009; Flinck & Paavilainen, 2010; Miller, 2001; 2005; 
Sarantakos, 1999). The main reason for men engaging on social media 
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platforms is the difficulties they describe encountering in society; yet, when 
they communicate anonymously on mobile devices, they appear to face 
other challenges. Altogether, a nuanced approach is required. The men seek 
understanding, communal support systems, and a push back of the 
prevailing narratives that label them as aggressors or embodiments of 
hegemonic masculinity. A new, nuanced approach recognises men as 
individuals with their vulnerabilities and experiences. 

 
Consequently, revisiting Axel’s remark64 is pertinent; “Would one gender 
be good and the other evil, really?” This inquiry underscores that the 
discussed vulnerability should not be framed solely in terms of gender, but 
rather in terms of human experience, challenging the prevailing norms and 
the conventional narrative of IPV that categorise men as aggressors and 
women as victims. Axel’s sentiments are echoed in a study by Joseph-
Edwards and Wallace (2020), about how male victims in Trinidad and 
Tobago suffer in silence, shame, seclusion, and invisibility, where the 
authors reference David Thomas’s assertion that men can also be considered 
victims and women as aggressors of IPV. Thomas’s statement further 
addresses Axel’s question by insisting, “neither sex has a monopoly of vice 
or virtue” (in Joseph-Edwards & Wallace, 2020, p. 2). 

 
The above statement indicates that hegemonic qualities associated with men, 
masculinity, and violence, as historically believed, need to be reconsidered 
(cf. Halberstam, 1998; Meth, 2009, 2014). The concept of the vulnerable 
man challenges the static assumptions in feminist theories that suggest fixed 
gender identities, rigid gender power hierarchies, and an unchanging 
patriarchy. This concept of the vulnerable man might pave the way for a 
broader understanding of masculinity, as it enriches the perspective by 
highlighting traits such as being loving, caring, emotional, and vulnerable 
as intrinsic aspects of masculinity rather than deviations from it (cf. Lupton 
& Barclay, 1997; Throsby & Gill, 2004). Similarly, Wieviorka (2003) 
argues that an individual’s capacity to use violence and exert power is 
influenced by one’s personality, not one’s gender, aligning with 

 

64 Axel’s question and the surrounding context is in chapter five Narratives with a Message, 
particularly in the section Yearning for Recognition. 
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Halberstam’s assertion that “masculinity is not the property of men” (1998, 
p. 16).  
 
Such a new perspective challenges the binary understanding of gender and 
violence by questioning the traditional roles assigned to men and women 
within the dynamics of IPV and suggesting that the essence of masculinity 
and femininity is far more complex than the conventional victim-aggressor 
dichotomy allows. This nuanced view aligns with Butler’s (2009) and 
Goffman’s (2005) notions of gender as a performative socially constructed 
and reconstructed aspect of gender identity (e.g., Thomsson, 2003a). The 
implication is that gender, and by extension masculinity, can be expressed 
in various forms that transcend traditional boundaries, which agrees with 
Halberstam’s (1998) movement towards a queer understanding of gender 
roles. Such perspective argues for a more fluid and inclusive approach to 
gender, emphasising that individuals navigate and express their identities 
through a complex interplay of social cues, roles, and performances (e.g., 
Hamel, 2007; Butler, 2009). This understanding not only challenges the 
binary perception of gender, but also opens the door to reconceptualising the 
way to approach and interpret acts of violence and power within intimate 
relationships. Recognising the diverse experiences and expressions of 
masculinity is crucial, which also suggests that broader social, cultural, and 
personal factors shape vulnerability and victimisation, as well as an 
individual’s capacities for violence rather than these aspects being inherent 
to one’s gender.  
 
This discourse leads back to reconsidering the classifications Connell (2005) 
proposed, mainly regarding complicit masculinity. In this thesis, the men’s 
narratives diverge significantly from Connell’s portrayal of complicity, 
which suggests a passive acquiescence to the benefits of hegemonic 
masculinity’s unequal gender dynamics. The recounted experiences do not 
support the notion of these men actively seeking to capitalise on such 
dynamics. While Connell’s complicit masculinity framework might suggest 
an outward projection of a masculine identity congruent with societal 
expectations, the stories shared here reveal a more profound struggle. These 
21 men describe an outward attempt to uphold a semblance of traditional 
masculinity, while wrestling with a transformative period of uncertainty and 
endeavouring to rediscover and redefine their sense of self. This intricate 
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dance between outward perception and inner turmoil invites a critical re-
evaluation of complicit masculinity within the realm of IPV, urging a 
departure from rigid masculine archetypes towards a more inclusive, 
empathetic understanding of masculinity that embraces the multifaceted 
realities of these men’s lives.  
 
From this reasoning, masculinity is not inflexible in its nature or social 
relations (Demetriou, 2001). Nevertheless, there is the suggestion that men 
have the power and control to deconstruct or disconnect themselves from 
one type of masculinity and actively engage in the reconstruction of their 
masculinity into a new (and maybe better-suited) form that more accurately 
reflects who they have become due to their lived experiences (cf. 
Whitehead, 2002).  
 
(Re)Shaping of Oneself and Leaving Limbo Behind  
When focusing on the nuanced experiences of men who have faced IPV, it 
becomes imperative to delve into how these experiences influence their 
masculine identity and the journey towards reshaping themselves. The 
process of leaving behind a state of limbo, where their masculinity is 
continuously challenged and reshaped, offers a rich terrain for analysis. 
Such a discussion draws upon the narratives of men juxtaposed with 
theoretical insights to understand the transformative journey of masculinity 
in the face of IPV.  
 
The men’s encounters with IPV often place them in a precarious position 
that challenges traditional notions of masculinity. As seen in the narratives 
and existing research, the men in this thesis navigate a complex landscape 
of vulnerability, societal expectations, and self-identity. The concept of 
masculinity in limbo, as experienced by Nicholas, for instance, reflects a 
state where men grapple with derogatory assaults on their identity, pushing 
them into a continuous negotiation between asserting their selves and 
succumbing to imposed labels. This liminal space, fraught with struggle to 
maintain a coherent sense of self amidst abuse, underscores the fluidity of 
masculinity and its susceptibility to external pressures and internal conflicts 
(e.g., Chandler, 2022; Oliffe et al., 2012).  
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The precarious balance of masculinities, a concept rooted in the 
performative nature of gender (Butler, 2009; Pitt & Fox, 2012), further 
elucidates how men’s gender identities are shaped and reshaped through 
interactions and societal contexts. Adam exemplifies this when talking about 
where and how his self-identification is overshadowed by the control 
exerted by his female partner. The mentioned scenario highlights how 
adverse outcomes of embedded norms can hinder the men’s self-
identification process, leading to injustice, power dynamics, and violence. 
Moreover, such experiences result in masculinity in silence, leading to a 
psychological toll on the men, which augments the men’s discouragement 
from sharing their emotional vulnerabilities (Chandler, 2022; Oliffe et al., 
2012). The silence, both a symptom and a cause of the liminal state, 
underscores the need for a transformative approach towards masculinity – 
one that embraces vulnerability alongside traditional traits of strength and 
protection – symbolised by piloting.  
 
Given the above conceptualisation, the journey towards reconstructing 
oneself and stepping closer to leaving the state of limbo behind, further 
involves navigating an uncertain path. This course is marked by an 
engagement with traditional masculine norms and an openness to 
incorporating vulnerability into one’s identity. Nevertheless, it is essential 
to recognise that this change is complex and has many different aspects. 
Some men who redefine masculinity to align with their experiences and 
societal pressures may discover a new sense of self. In contrast, others may 
prefer to return to traditional forms of masculinity. This retreat can be 
understood as a defensive mechanism driven by fears of not being perceived 
as a ‘real man’- a fear often compounded by derogatory remarks from their 
abusive partners.  
 
In essence, the reconstructing of masculinity in the wake of IPV signifies a 
departure from rigid, traditional views of male identity for some men; while 
nevertheless, there are also pressures that contribute to some men seeking 
refuge in these already established norms. This situation highlights an 
emerging nuanced, flexible understanding of masculinity that recognises the 
potential for growth and change within societal and personal challenges. By 
embracing an inclusive and empathetic approach, the men can move beyond 
the state of limbo, reshaping their identities in a way that integrates strength 
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and vulnerability simultaneously. The journey is not linear however, and for 
some, the pull towards traditional masculinity may serve as a familiar 
ground for their quest for stability and acceptance. These dynamics 
underscore the need for a supportive environment that validates diverse 
expressions of masculinity, encouraging men to explore their identities 
without fear of judgement or rejection.  
 

Evolving Towards a Piloting Masculinity 
The incorporation of piloting masculinity within the IPV discourse shines a 
light on how this conceptual shift can significantly influence societal 
responses to male victims. By challenging the stigmatisation of male 
vulnerability and victimhood, it becomes obvious that a supportive 
framework that recognises the complexities of male experiences in IPV is 
needed (e.g., Hamel, 2007b). This acknowledgement facilitates a societal 
shift towards recognising and addressing IPV across all genders with 
empathy and understanding, paving the way for more comprehensive 
support structures for men. Embracing piloting masculinity holds the 
potential to catalyse societal change, fostering a nuanced approach to IPV. 
This vantage point encourages a departure from monolithic gender 
narratives, inviting a more inclusive understanding of masculinity that 
accommodates growth, transformation, and a richer expression of human 
emotion and relationships. Through such a lens, there are possibilities to 
support all victims of IPV, irrespective of gender, and work towards 
dismantling the barriers that hinder individuals from seeking help and 
achieving healing.  

 
In their journey towards piloting masculinity, almost all the participating 
men, with few exceptions, report experiencing a form of indirect isolation 
through exclusion rather than direct isolation. This theme of exclusion, 
distinct yet equally impactful as isolation, traditionally discussed in IPV 
contexts, highlights the nuanced ways in which men experience and 
navigate their victimhood. Unlike direct isolation, which severs a victim’s 
contact from the outside world, exclusion subtly deprives men of their 
identity, their role as a father, and their participation within the family and 
intimate relationships without necessarily impeding their ability to leave an 
abusive partner. Being excluded does not diminish the intensity of the men’s 
emotional ties or the complexity of their experiences (e.g., Bates, 2020b; 
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Bates & Hine, 2023; Machado et al., 2017; Taylor et al., 2022). This nuanced 
navigation of victimhood is further complicated when men, encountering 
scepticism, distrust, and queries from social services, find solace in specific 
and secluded groups on social media platforms. These platforms, 
constructed by and for men with similar experiences, offer a space where 
they can share their stories freely, seeking moral and perhaps social support 
without judgment, as Leo reflects upon in his narrative65 . Within these 
digital sanctuaries, the men often freely exchange how they feel silenced 
and marginalised by the public system when they go to seek help. On these 
platforms, they can express their vulnerability and find understanding 
among peers who face similar challenges and live in comparable post-
separation situations.  
 
In certain assumptions influenced by feminist theories and patriarchal 
ideology, the inherent risk is casting actual victims as aggressors, a 
phenomenon that is deeply problematic for male victims in the context of 
IPV (e.g., Cannon & Buttell, 2016; Miller)66. Butler’s interpretation deepens 
the understanding of gender as a socially shaped discourse, shedding light 
on how societal norms and expectations form men’s behaviours in intimate 
relationships (Butler, 2009). This perspective illuminates the performative 
nature of these behaviours, highlighting how men often navigate predefined 
roles and expectations, shaping their interactions within intimate contexts. 
The emphasis on behavioural aspects reveals the intricate ways in which 
men engage in specific actions and practices that are influenced by, and in 
response to, the societal construction of masculinity and the expectations 
placed upon them (see Belli et al., 2010; Butler, 2011).  
 
Drawing upon the insights of Butler (2011) and Goffman (2005), this section 
explores how individual gender performances are inherently linked to the 
physical manifestation of behaviours, which are expressed through language 
and take shape within the intricate fabric of societal context (e.g., Björkgren, 
2009; Loseke, 2005). Butler (2011) emphasises the pivotal role of language 

 

65 Leo’s reflection is further elaborated in chapter five Narratives with a Message in the section 
Yearning for Recognition. 
66 Casting the victim as an aggressor is described by Nicholas in chapter five Narratives with a 
Message in the section Institutional Gender Bias. 
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in the performative enactment of gender, suggesting that the selection of 
words and their manner of delivery are instrumental in conveying and 
reinforcing the societal norms of masculinity and femininity. This 
perspective reveals how gender is not merely an aspect of one’s identity, but 
rather an ongoing performance that involves the continuous negotiation of 
societal expectations through verbal and non-verbal behaviours, e.g., 
double-binded violence, hypersensitivity, and forced passivity, highlighted 
in the chapter Toxic Ties. Such performances are observed in the subtle cues 
and interactions underlined in the thesis, where even the most minor actions 
can carry significant judgmental weight, reflecting the deep-seated norms 
and roles prescribed by authority figures, society, and the men’s female 
partner (see also Forkby, 2005; Goffman, 2005; Walby & Towers, 2018).  
 
The perspectives of Butler (2011) and Goffman (2005) offer a compelling 
framework for interpreting gender as a dynamic and performative process. 
This process is continually moulded through everyday interactions and the 
broader societal context (Thomassen, 2016). Specifically, within the context 
of IPV, this framework can illuminate how invisible boundaries and ever-
changing rules cause the men’s identities to shift. An increased 
hypersensitivity often marks this shift after the man experiences double-
binded violence for an extensive period, leading to a sense of loss of self. 
Sensing a loss of self becomes even stronger if or when men who are fathers, 
biological or not, become excluded from their child/ren’s lives. Then the 
loss not only affects their masculine identity, but also their identity as fathers 
and protectors of their child/ren. Consequently, the men may find 
themselves vanishing into a state of uncertainty that resembles liminality 
(Thomassen, 2016).  
 
A compelling illustration of this phenomenon67 , is visible in Nicholas’s 
experience where he finds himself positioned as the aggressor in a violent 
situation in which he is actually the victim. Nicholas attempts to defend 
himself from his wife Shanelle, who tries to stab him with kitchen knives. 
Nicholas describes the slap he gives to Shanelle as a form of self-defence to 
escape her violent behaviour, but authority figures interpret his reactive 

 

67 Nicholas’s experience is elaborated in chapter five Narratives with a Message, particularly in the 
section Institutional Gender Bias. 
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action as him being the primary aggressor. This misinterpretation 
underscores the deep-seated institutional bias, relegating his experience to a 
mere footnote in the overarching narrative dominated by Shanelle’s counter-
narrative. The incident exemplifies how the Swedish welfare system, guided 
by traditional theoretical assumptions, occasionally misidentifies the victim 
and the aggressor in IPV cases. This incident highlights the definitional 
hegemony and epistemic injustice that give privilege to women’s narratives 
within the context of IPV, irrespective of the actual circumstances being 
reported (Fricker, 2007; Giorgio, 2002).  
 
Giorgio’s and Fricker’s theories merge effectively, as hermeneutical 
injustice – a facet of epistemic injustice – is apparent in this scenario. The 
men are deficient in the concepts or vocabulary necessary for them to 
describe their situations adequately or to ascribe meaning to their 
experiences, in accordance with the expectations set by authorities regarding 
the notion of IPV. Thus, definitional dialogue is an intimate link in these 
situations, where men like Nicholas are often disregarded; these men appear 
to receive low reliability automatically, due to the testimonial injustice 
occurring in such contexts. Definitional hegemony exemplifies this issue, as 
it prioritises women’s narratives, providing both hermeneutical and 
testimonial justice, where the assumption is often that women have greater 
credibility in IPV situations. This perspective can skew public authorities’ 
decisions and actions, perpetuating a one-dimensional narrative that fails to 
address IPV complexity. Societal safety nets are predominantly designed 
with women’s vulnerabilities in mind. However, it is essential to 
acknowledge that the narratives and vocabularies for articulating men’s 
vulnerabilities are also mutable and no longer fundamentally opposed, as 
norms and perceptions around masculinity and femininity evolve. The focus 
should not be on whose narrative holds more credibility, but on what and 
how something is communicated, by attentively listening and ensuring that 
all narratives hold equal credibility. 

 
The systemic injustices perceived by these male victims, who are often 
mistakenly presumed to be the primary aggressor due to entrenched societal 
norms, become noticeable when considering these men’s interactions with 
public authorities and their immediate social surroundings, including friends 
and family (Hamel, 2007b, 2009). These interactions reveal the need for a 
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more nuanced and equitable approach that acknowledges and responds to 
the vulnerability of male victims as well, while moving beyond both gender 
and victim stereotypes to achieve a comprehensive understanding of IPV 
dynamics. 
 
Reflecting upon the broader research landscape, I have come to realise that 
recent studies have reinforced the gender-based perspective on IPV, which 
is deeply rooted in “gender inequality, male privilege, and patriarchal 
norms” (Bates & Taylor, 2022, p. 1). This framing risks privileging the 
experiences of one group over another, thereby obscuring the diverse 
realities of IPV. Based on what the men in this thesis narrate, the (biased) 
professional attitudes towards male victims highlight a need for a more 
inclusive framework that can overturn prevailing narratives and ensure that 
marginalised and often silenced voices, particularly those of male victims, 
are heard and validated. Such an approach aligns with the Swedish Social 
Service Act victim support clause that advocates for justice and support 
across the gender spectrum within the IPV discourse. 
 
Embracing a more flexible and inclusive approach by re-evaluating the 
societal gaze on masculinity and promoting the concept of piloting 
masculinity, encourages the men to challenge traditional views. This shift 
underscores the importance of supporting individuals, especially men, as 
they navigate their identities and experiences within the IPV context. As 
identified in the narratives, the men aspire to change societal responses to 
their predicament, where there is a collective desire among them to confront 
and transform prevailing narratives about gender, victimisation, 
vulnerability, and IPV. By adopting piloting masculinity, society not only 
fosters a supportive framework for all IPV victims, but also facilitates a 
development towards a more inclusive understanding of masculinity that 
emphasises growth, transformation, and a broader expression of human 
relationships and emotions.   

 
With society moving beyond gender stereotypes and recognising and 
responding to the vulnerabilities of male victims, there is little risk of 
treating these men with scepticism and deeming their stories less credible 
due to their gender identity. Additionally, it is crucial to address the men’s 
lack of a developed vocabulary for clearly describing their experiences to 
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listeners (social services) according to others’ expectations. Public 
authorities’ expectations are not met, when the idea of vulnerable, 
victimised men contradicts existing norms about gender and IPV. Yet, with 
a more flexible, inclusive, and nuanced perspective, there is less chance the 
men in vulnerable situations feel marginalised, unheard, or not taken 
seriously. In this way, the men also are prevented from experiencing double 
victimisation when their stories do not align with the hegemonic discourse 
surrounding gender and violence, particularly in the context of IPV. 

 
Piloting Masculinity: A Journey of Transformation 
Historically, the male identity has wrestled with vulnerability, often 
avoiding any association with victimhood. This reluctance stems from 
societal norms associating vulnerability with a loss of status or power 
embedded in the traditional conception of masculinity. Nevertheless, 
Whitehead (2002) posits the existence of multiple masculinities, 
highlighting the diversity in the male experience. He expresses this by 
stating that the “power of the gaze lies in its multiplicity,” emphasising that 
masculinity is more than a singular, rigid concept (Whitehead, 2002, p. 197). 
 
In essence, the construction of masculinity and the male gaze is influenced 
by language and context, resulting in the continuous evolution of 
masculinity and the male gaze. Such alternative constructions of 
masculinity, enriched by diverse experiences and truths of life, offer 
multifaceted perspectives on male (re)shaping and gender identity. 
Nevertheless, prevailing societal norms have long viewed vulnerability and 
certain soft traits as incompatible with being a proper man (e.g., Fausto-
Sterling, 1995; Whitehead, 2002).  
 
Fausto-Sterling (1995) references John Money’s viewpoint in a discussion 
about whether or not men are born and not made, simultaneously meaning 
that various facts influence such a transformation, including societal 
expectations, personal experiences, and individual choices. Whitehead 
(2002) underscores the same notion when referring to Marion Iris Young’s 
thoughts on the distinct realities of most individuals’ existence. These 
complex intersections of gendered power dynamics shape the understanding 
of masculinity. It is essential to recognise masculinity in that societal norms 
should not overshadow the diverse experiences of life as lived by men. This 
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observation does not infer an intrinsic masculine or feminine quality to the 
behavioural variances observed between the sexes. Instead, it emphasises 
the influence of gendered power dynamics in shaping individuals physically 
and socially, leading to the manifestation of gender in tangible forms 
(Whitehead, 2002). 

 
Considering a patriarchal framework, masculinity is discursive and cultural. 
It is not just about biological sex, but it encompasses society’s sociopolitical 
and cultural actions. The way society views and treats marginalised/ 
complicit men – those who defy traditional notions and find themselves in 
non-superior roles – further illuminates these complexities. For instance, a 
man who faces daily challenges or vulnerabilities from a female partner is 
not necessarily less masculine. On the contrary, such experiences can foster 
growth, visible and invisible resilience, and a richer understanding of 
oneself, such as Mikael expressed during his interview when describing his 
experiences of being in a vulnerable state for approximately 25 years. 

 
It faded over 25 years. It’s like in Gabriella’s song; “I never forgot 
who I was, but I just let it sleep.” And then she [the singer sings], 
“Maybe I had no choice, just the desire to remain.” Every time I think 
about that verse, I get goosebumps [slight chuckle]. It’s exactly how 
it’s been; I’ve been asleep for 25 years. A long, long Sleeping Beauty 
slumber. Well, not exactly Sleeping Beauty, but kind of. And it took 
time, but it shouldn’t take 25 years to break free. (Mikael)68 

Mikael’s reflection underscores a broader narrative of masculinity – one that 
is not monolithic, but instead is nuanced, fluid, and at times, unexpressed. 
The idea that masculinity can be suppressed or asleep and then reawakened 
or redefined is intriguing, and it aligns with contemporary discussions about 
the malleability of male identity.  

 
Traditional masculinity typically limits fatherhood traits to protection and 
strength. However, as many of the men exemplify, masculinity can equally 
resonate with attributes of care, sensitivity, emotion, and love – traits not 

 

68 The song – “Gabriella’s song” – and its lines are translated to give a sense of the original meaning and 
may not perfectly capture the poetic or lyrical quality of the original.  
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traditionally deemed masculine, but fundamentally part of many of the 
men’s identities (Podnieks, 2016). These evolving masculine narratives fit 
with Throsby and Gill’s (2004) study on IVF69 treatment. Their study sheds 
light on the increased acceptance and encouragement for men to showcase 
vulnerability and emotion. The authors identify softer traits originating from 
how men in the study went from being the ice men showing no emotions or 
vulnerability, indicating being almost heartless and unfeeling, to with time 
transforming into men who start to show emotions and vulnerability, 
illustrating how the ice men melt (inspired by Throsby & Gill, 2004, p. 343). 
That men and their partners undergoing IVF treatments experience changes 
in masculinity, indicates that Throsby and Gill’s (2004) concept of a gentler 
form of masculinity can be applied to other areas, such as IPV and 
fatherhood. Eriksson (2002) notes that fatherhood is not typically associated 
with these softer masculine qualities, as traditional ideas of masculinity 
emphasise qualities like protection and strength.  
 
Nevertheless, here is where the concept of piloting masculinity emerges, 
enriching the narrative by suggesting that the redefinition of masculinity is 
not merely about awakening latent aspects, but also about actively exploring 
and integrating new traits. The piloting masculinity applies to men who find 
themselves in a liminal state of navigation, like Mikael. The men are 
compelled to suppress their true identity, yet never forget it. Men exhibiting 
piloted masculinity manage to balance traditionally feminine qualities like 
caring, loving, and compassion with the traditional expectations of being 
protective and assertive towards their loved ones, thereby embodying the 
‘new man’ idea and redefining fatherhood roles (cf. Eriksson, 2002; Plantin, 
2001; Throsby & Gill, 2004). 
 
These qualities challenge the surrounding society’s gaze on men and 
masculinity, which includes the perceptions held by public authorities, 
family, and friends (Hellgren et al., 2015; Migliaccio, 2001, 2002). 
Outwardly, masculinity may appear confident, active, powerful, and 
protective. The self-perception of victimised and vulnerable men, however, 
might not agree with this stereotypical image. This strategic merging of 
various masculine identities during the piloting phase is not aimless. Instead, 

 

69 IVF stands for in vitro fertilisation. 
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it aims to pursue a new possible self – a compromise between the old and 
the new, reflecting the continuous negotiation and adaptation of the 
masculine identity. From this vantage point, it becomes noticeable that what 
might be termed marginalised qualities, in contrast to hegemonic ones, could 
offer a more fitting description for men subjected to violence and abuse by 
a female partner. This new possible self is not a fixed endpoint, but signifies 
the fluidity and evolving nature of masculinity in the face of societal and 
personal challenges.   
 
It is within this context that traditional narratives of masculinity may not 
accurately capture the experiences of victimised and vulnerable men. These 
men’s lived realities often shift among hegemonic, marginalised, and 
complicit positions, suggesting a complex interplay of external projections 
and internalised perceptions. While outwardly, they may display hegemonic 
qualities within their intimate relationships, the men often internalise their 
female partners’ perceptions, thoughts, and perspectives of them – viewing 
themselves through a lens that marginalises their masculinity and places 
them on the verge of losing their masculine essence. Herein lies the analogy 
of Pandora’s Box, which rather than unleashing ‘curses’, offers potential 
‘blessings’ such as hope and possibilities. The opening of Pandora’s Box 
allows the men in vulnerable positions to explore new ways of navigating 
their predicaments, enabling them to enter a no man’s land of liminality. In 
this space, their identity may be seen as asleep, poised for an awakening that 
could reveal a new self or reclaim a former self. 
 
Hearn’s viewpoint further amplifies my perspective of piloting masculinity: 
masculinity is a social construction, a concept that underscores its inherent 
malleability (e.g., Lupton & Barclay, 1997). Men, and likewise women, 
have the agency to mould their identities by drawing from a spectrum of 
experiences, contexts, and personal choices. This flexibility and malleability 
imply that men can assimilate traditionally ‘feminine’ characteristics into 
their masculine identity without losing the ‘male gaze’. Men can embody 
qualities like care, sensitivity, emotion, and love – qualities that may not fit 
the traditional male mould, but are undeniably masculine in their own right 
(Meth, 2014; Podnieks, 2016). These qualities embody the concept of 
flexible and inclusive masculinity, and hence, the idea of piloting 
masculinity.   
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The analysis of the narratives has made evident these men’s navigating 
between traditional and evolving masculinities, and this finding forms the 
basis of the concept of piloting masculinity. This approach allows for a 
deeper understanding of how men actively redefine their identities, balance 
new and traditional traits, and respond to societal expectations while 
asserting their individuality. Piloting masculinity thus offers a framework 
for understanding the dynamic and multifaceted nature of modern 
masculinity, highlighting the ongoing negotiation and adaptation involved 
in these men’s identity formation. 
 
(In)Vulnerable Masculinity 
Through the personal narratives of 21 men in the landscape of IPV, this 
study not only illustrates the multifaceted nature of violence within intimate 
relationships, but also underscores the impact of such experiences on the 
men’s self-perception and identity. These narratives reveal the men’s 
struggle against societal reluctance to recognise them as legitimate victims, 
highlighting the significant barriers posed by epistemic injustice and 
definitional hegemony. The scarcity of discourse on male victimhood 
exacerbates these barriers, leaving victimised and vulnerable men with 
inadequate language to articulate their experiences effectively and creating 
a notable discrepancy between their expressed experiences and the 
prevailing narrative. The result for the men is often a sense of emptiness that 
suggests a profound disconnection from the existing dialogues that frame 
IPV. However, there is a potential to shift the societal norms about gender 
and IPV when this hegemonic narrative is challenged and the silence 
surrounding victimised men is broken. This shift paves the way for 
definitional dialogue that empowers men to articulate their experiences on 
their own terms and with their own words, thus bridging the gap between 
their narratives and the collective understanding of IPV. Consequently, the 
experiences of epistemic injustice, where men are less credible as victims of 
IPV, can be addressed and mitigated.  
 
The concept of piloting masculinity is central to this thesis, and it 
encapsulates the men’s transformative journey in reconstructing their 
identities in the aftermath of IPV. By reflecting the dynamics and 
performative nature of masculinity, continuously constructed and 
reconstructed by societal norms, personal interactions, and internal 
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conflicts, piloting masculinity signifies a departure from stereotypical 
gender roles. Underscoring the ongoing negotiation between vulnerability 
and the redefinition of self, piloting masculinity offers a nuanced 
perspective on the complexities of male identity, and this concept is an 
inspiration for understanding how men might navigate their vulnerabilities 
and renegotiate their identities. 

 
This study confronts conventional masculinity norms by questioning the 
presumed incompatibility of vulnerability with masculine identities. 
Advocating for the recognition of male vulnerability, particularly within the 
context of female-perpetrated IPV, thus broadens the dialogue on gender 
norms and promotes a more inclusive understanding of victimhood. 
Furthermore, the thesis explores how men reconcile their experiences of 
victimhood with their sense of masculinity, discussing the impact of societal 
expectations and intimate partner dynamics on the men’s identities. This 
exploration contributes to a deeper understanding of the fluid nature of 
masculinity and the potential for resilience and transformation amidst 
adversity. 
 
Lastly, the title of this thesis, (In)Vulnerable Masculinity, succinctly 
captures the men’s aspiration for systemic and societal changes in 
addressing IPV. Loseke’s (2005, p. 37) statement, “violence seemingly is 
done by everyone to anyone,” indicates the perspective of many researchers 
who study male victimisation in IPV70 and suggests that the overall view on 
IPV needs to be more inclusive, comprehensive, and empathetic in 
understanding all victims’ experiences without reverting to preconceived 
notions or stereotypical norms and perceptions. A more inclusive 
perspective underscores the importance of ensuring that diverse realities of 
male victimhood are acknowledged and supported, echoing the men’s 
common yearning for recognition in the narratives. The concepts of 
invulnerable masculinity and piloting masculinity offer fresh insights into 
the intricacies of male experiences within the realm of IPV, contributing to 

 

70 Some researchers who study male victimisation in IVP are Bates et al., 2018; Bates & Hine, 2023 
Hamel, 2007a, 2007b, 2007, 2009; Hine, 2019; Hine & Bates, 2023, Hines, 2015; Lien & Lorentzen, 
2019; Macassa et al., 2023; Machado, et al., 2017, 2021, 2022, 2023 among others mentioned in chapter 
three Assembling the Maze of Knowledge.  
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a nuanced appreciation of the complexities surrounding male victimhood. 
This thesis enriches the discourse on gender, violence, and the 
transformative potential of navigating through and beyond vulnerability, 
challenging stereotypical norms on masculinity and IPV.  

 

Possible Future Pathways  
The discourse on IPV underscores a significant gap in the understanding of 
gendered experiences, particularly the nuanced realities faced by men 
subjected to violence by female partners. Despite some advances in 
literature, such as works presented in the chapter Assembling the Maze of 
Knowledge, there is a need for deeper exploration into the emotional and 
psychological impacts of IPV on victimised and vulnerable men in Sweden. 
Such a necessity extends beyond quantitative data and must delve into the 
qualitative depths of these men’s experiences, which have traditionally been 
absent from the general public consciousness and societal discourse that are 
often overshadowed by a focus on women’s narratives of victimhood. 
Furthermore, men’s experiences of victimisation are influenced by societal 
expectations and their fear of stigma (cf. Hellgren et al., 2015; Macassa et 
al., 2023; Nybergh, 2014).  
 
The reluctance of men to disclose their experiences, compounded by societal 
scepticism and questions about masculinity, highlights the urgent necessity 
for research that explores the societal safety net for victims of crime, 
including those men experiencing female-perpetrated violence, who come 
under the Swedish Social Service Act. Boys are often socialised from early 
childhood to hide and suppress vulnerable emotions such as grief, shame, 
and fear (Connell, 2005; Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005; Scheff, 2003; 
Whitehead, 2002). This suppression intersects with hegemonic masculinity, 
presenting a unique area of inquiry. As a result, these boys grow up to face 
a range of adverse outcomes, including loneliness, aggression, and violence. 
The suppression of male emotions not only affects individual well-being, 
but also shapes the societal preception and response to male victims of IPV 
(e.g., Rawcliffe, 2023). 
 
Building on the foundation laid by this thesis on (in)vulnerable masculinity 
and the intricate dynamics of male vulnerability within the context of IPV, 
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several different pathways ahead are viable. This study has begun to uncover 
the nuanced ways in which men navigate and reconstruct their identities 
amid IPV, highlighting the necessity for a broader scholarly inquiry on the 
intersection of gender, emotions, and violence. The reluctance to 
acknowledge men as victims, rooted in deeply ingrained gender norms, 
underscores a pressing need for a more inclusive exploration into how 
professionals perceive men’s articulated vulnerability and victimisation. 
 
Furthermore, the Swedish government’s initiative, tasking the Swedish 
Gender Equality Agency to investigate available support and protection, 
acknowledges the need for comprehensive support across gender lines. The 
exploration of men’s victimisation and available support remains critical. 
Future research involves critically examining the association of 
vulnerability with femininity and masculinity, the impact of societal 
perceptions on men’s self-concept, and men’s barriers to disclosing IPV 
experiences. 
 
Additionally, the role of shame, as discussed by Scheff (2003), in the context 
of male victims of IPV warrants further exploration. Investigating how 
shame and emotional suppression, intensified by societal dynamics, affect 
men’s coping strategies and reluctance to seek help will offer insights into 
overcoming the barriers to acknowledging and supporting men. The 
exploration of gendered stereotyping of emotions, as highlighted by Plant et 
al. (2000), can further enhance the understanding of the emotional 
challenges specific to men facing IPV by a female partner. 
 
The concept of piloting masculinity, as developed in this thesis, presents a 
perspective on the evolution of male identity in the wake of IPV. Future 
studies can explore how men merge their experiences of IPV with societal 
expectations of masculinity, focusing on the processes of deconstruction, 
disconnection, and reconstruction of their gender identity. Engaging with 
this line of study will provide valuable insights into the complexities of 
masculinity, victimhood, and resilience, potentially contributing to a more 
nuanced understanding of these complex concepts. 
 
This thesis illustrates an understanding of IPV that transcends traditional 
gender narratives, highlighting the complexity and nuance of male 



Concluding Reflections 
 

 
350 

experiences. Future research can focus on a more inclusive understanding 
of IPV, contributing to policies and interventions that recognise the needs 
of all IPV victims and fostering a society where support extends beyond 
gender boundaries. 
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The real voyage of discovery 
consists not in seeking new lands,  

but in seeing with new eyes. 
(Marcel Proust) 
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Appendix A 
Participating Men 
 
Participating Men, Non-Governmental Organisations 

Man Ethnicity* Work Children/Custody 
dispute 

Woman Ethnicity* 

Mikael Swedish Yes 1 girl & 1 boy,  
no custody dispute 

Elena Non-European 

Viktor Swedish/ 
European 

Yes 0 children Wilma Swedish 
0 children Tara European 
0 children Julianne Swedish, adopted 

Arvid Swedish Yes 2 girls,  
custody dispute 

Maya European 

Walter Swedish/ 
 non-European 

Yes 3 children Ex-wife,  
non-violent 

Swedish 

1 boy,  
custody dispute 

Amanda Swedish 

Ezio European No 2 girls Lilibeth Swedish 
1 boy,  
custody dispute 

Saidy European 

Alfred Swedish Yes 1 boy,  
custody dispute 

Sissela Swedish 

Vincent Swedish/  
non-European 

Yes I girl,  
custody dispute 

Laura Swedish 

 

 
 
  

* Ethnicity in this study indicates whether the participating men, and the women with whom they are/ were in a 

relationship, have a background from Sweden, another European country, or a non-European country. It does not reveal 

whether they are first or second-generation immigrants, as this was nothing that emerged during the interviews, nor was 

this explicitly asked. Disclosing the country of origin of each man and woman means an increased risk that the person 

could be recognised by someone and that I have endeavoured to avoid. Nevertheless, I have found it interesting to show 

the background of each man and woman for the results of the study.  
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Participating Men, Secluded Groups on Social Media 
Man Ethnicity* Work Children/ 

Custody dispute 
Woman Ethnicity* 

Oliver Swedish No 0 children Maria European 

Oscar Swedish No 1 girl,  
custody dispute 

Aimée Non-European 

Elias Swedish No 1 girl, not biological & 1 
boy, biological. Trying to 
adopt the girl. Shared 
custody of the boy, but in 
custody dispute 

Evelina Swedish 

Adam Swedish Yes 1 girl, custody dispute 
Has 5 children in total,  
4 with new partner  

Viola European 

Axel Swedish Yes 1 boy has been in custody 
dispute. 

Signe 
 

Swedish 

1 more child with another 
non-violent partner 

Non-violent 
partner 

Swedish 

Leo Swedish  Yes 1 girl,  
no custody dispute 

Jenny Swedish 
 

0 children Simone Swedish 
Saleh European Yes 0 children Ciwan European 

1 girl & 1 boy,  
no custody dispute 

Ex-wife,  
non-violent 

European 
 

1 girl,  
custody dispute 

Hanna Swedish 

 

 
 
 

 
  

* Ethnicity in this study indicates whether the participating men, and the women with whom they are/ were in a 

relationship, have a background from Sweden, another European country, or a non-European country. It does not reveal 

whether they are first or second-generation immigrants, as this was nothing that emerged during the interviews, nor 

was this explicitly asked. Disclosing the country of origin of each man and woman means an increased risk that the 

person could be recognised by someone and that I have endeavoured to avoid. Nevertheless, I have found it interesting 

to show the background of each man and woman for the results of the study.  
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Participating Men, Snowball Effect 
Man Ethnicity* Work Children/Custody 

dispute 
Woman Ethnicity* 

Lars Swedish Yes 2 girls & 1 boy,  
no custody dispute 

Jade European 

Noel Swedish No 1 girl & 1 boy,  
custody dispute 

Zola Non-European 

Nils European Yes 0 children Mathilde European 
1 girl,  
custody dispute 

Edith Swedish 

0 children Heidi Swedish 
Samuel Swedish Yes 1 boy & 1 girl Klara Swedish, adopted 

1 girl,  
custody dispute 

Ellie Swedish 

Christer Swedish Yes 2 children,  
no custody dispute 

Ex-partner, 
non-violent 

Swedish 

1 boy,  
custody dispute 

Julia Swedish 

Nicholas Swedish Yes 3 girls & 2 boys.  
1 boy & 2 girls are 
biological children, 1 girl & 
1 boy are Shanelle’s children 
from previous relationships. 
Sole custody of biological 
children. Non-biological 
children are placed in family 
homes.  

Shanelle Non-European 

Harry Swedish Yes 1 boy, custody dispute in 
another European country 

Cassandra Non-European 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

* Ethnicity in this study indicates whether the participating men, and the women with whom they are/ were in a 

relationship, have a background from Sweden, another European country, or a non-European country. It does 

not reveal whether they are first or second-generation immigrants, as this was nothing that emerged during the 

interviews, nor was this explicitly asked. Disclosing the country of origin of each man and woman means an 

increased risk that the person could be recognised by someone and that I have endeavoured to avoid. 

Nevertheless, I have found it interesting to show the background of each man and woman for the results of the 

study.  
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Appendix B 
Interview Guide  
 
Introduction 

• Tell me briefly about your background, upbringing, and family.  
• Your current family/relationship, child/ren? 
• People who know you, how do you think they would describe you 

today and earlier in your life? 
 

Focus on the Violence and Handling Thereof 
The reason we are meeting here is that the research I am conducting is about 
men who have been subjected to abuse, violence, and/or degrading treatment 
by a female partner.  

• Can you say something about what motivated you to participate 
in the study? 

• What are your experiences of being subjected to abuse and/or 
violence? 

 
Focus on the Relationship, Violence/Abuse, and Power 

• What can you tell me about NN’s background, where she grew up, 
her family, and what attracted you to her? 

• Can you describe how NN was at the beginning of your relationship, 
if she changed with time, and how would you describe her today? 

• Can you describe your relationship, for example, on a typical day, 
what you did on weekends, socialising with friends, who took more 
responsibility for the household, sex life, travel, etc.? 

• In all relationships, there are ups and downs. If you think back on 
the best and worst periods in your relationship with NN, how would 
you describe them? 

• Can you describe how you felt, thought, and acted during the 
different periods, and how did NN behave? 

• If you think back on the first, worst, and last time NN subjected you 
to violence/abuse, how would you describe how you thought, felt, 
reacted, and acted on these occasions? 



Appendix B 
 

 
392 

o What would you have done if it had been possible to avoid 
the violence/abuse? 

• Did NN ever subject you to violence in the presence of other 
people?  

o Would you like to describe how that violence/abuse 
differed from the violence/abuse you were subjected to 
when the two of you were alone and how it affected you? 

• If there were children in the relationship, were the children present 
when NN subjected you to violence/abuse?  

o How did the children react?  
o Did they want to protect someone – who? 
o What did you think, and how did you feel, react, and act on 

these occasions, if you remember? 
• On the occasions NN subjected you to violence/abuse, did you try 

to defend yourself in any way?  
o Did you ever do anything to NN that can be perceived as 

violence/abuse? 
• After arguments, quarrels, or violence, it is expected to want to 

reconcile somehow. Would you like to describe what your 
reconciliations looked like?  

o Who took initiative?  
o Did you talk about what happened, were there promises of 

improvement or expectations of reconciliation sex? 
 

Focus on the Breakup and Time After 
• If you think about how the relationship with NN ended (if it has 

ended), can you describe what made you feel and think that enough 
is enough?  

• Would you like to describe how the relationship ended?  
o Was it a mutual decision, periods of reunion, and whose 

initiative was it to end, has the violence/abuse stopped? 
• If the relationship with NN has not entirely ended, can you tell me 

the reason for that? 
 

Focus on the Consequences of the Violence/Abuse and Power 
• Can you describe if and how the violence/abuse has affected you?  

o Have you changed compared to who you were before you 
met NN? 

o Work? 
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o Socially (place of residence, friends, family)? 
o Who are you today compared to before you met NN? 
o Future relationships? 

• Can you describe if and how the relationship with NN has affected 
your relationships with friends, relatives, family, and colleagues?  

o Did you tell them what was going on? Did anyone ask you 
what was happening?  

o How did you feel and think at these times? 
• During your relationship with NN, did you ever visit a doctor for 

the violence/abuse?  
o Did you make a police report against NN? 

• During your relationship with NN, did you ever feel the need to seek 
support and help from, for example, the social services specialised 
IPV units or other organisations working specifically with issues of 
violence/abuse in intimate relationships?  

o Can you describe what kind of help and support you needed 
at the time? 

 
Closing Questions/ Comments 

• Do you have any other experiences of violence/abuse that you 
would like to talk about? 

• Do you have any thoughts on the violence/abuse that women subject 
men to and the violence/abuse that men subject women to?  

o Do you think there are similarities/differences in how the 
violence/abuse is carried out and its causes? 

• Is there anything you would like to add that I missed asking about 
and you think can be important? 

• Is there anything you have told me that you do not want me to 
include, or do you want to cancel your participation and exclude the 
interview from the study? 

 
Thank you for participating! 
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