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8
The Need to Develop the Established 
Theory of Partner Violence Further

We started this book by showing that, in line with recent research, we 
would use Johnson’s typology of violence in intimate relationships; that 
is, the divide between intimate terrorism and situational violence. We 
find that the violence perpetrated against the men we have interviewed 
must in the main be characterised as intimate terrorism. This is by no 
means surprising. Johnson points out that situational violence is largely 
revealed through population surveys, while intimate terrorism is identi-
fied through qualitative studies of particular groups exposed to violence. 
The reason for this is the significant difference between the extent of situ-
ational violence and intimacy terrorism detected through prevalence 
studies. As we have seen in the review of Nordic surveys in Chap. 2, the 
gender differences seem relatively small in the case of milder forms of 
physical partner violence, and several studies show that both men and 
women are both frequently subjected to control and abuse in partner 
relationships. We want to focus now, therefore, on intimate terrorism, 
and only to touch on situational violence.

A central premise for Johnson’s concept of intimate terrorism is, as 
mentioned earlier, an asymmetric power relationship. In all relationships 
where there is serious and systematic violence, there will be a dominant 
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party. Feminist-oriented scholars have had a vast influence over the 
research about family violence and have contributed to highlighting 
women’s and children’s experiences of serious violence in intimate rela-
tionships. Johnson’s theoretical perspective on gender and power has had 
a major impact on the analysis of clinical trials of abused women. Implicit 
to Johnson’s perspective on intimate terrorism is his theory on gender 
power, which has its basis in the idea that men as a group dominate 
women as a group, and that systematic physical violence and control are 
motivated by the desire for dominance and oppression (Johnson 2008). 
Over the last decade there has been a cultural shift that has led research 
communities to recognise that men can be subjected to serious and sys-
tematic violence from both women and other men.

One reason for disagreement among partner violence researchers is the 
lack of clarity about what actually constitutes intimate terrorism. If one 
emphasises the aspect of control, as Johnson does, then any little slap or 
push could be considered intimate terrorism, as long as we find that the 
woman exercises control in a relationship. In that case, the number of 
male and female perpetrators will necessarily be equal. If the emphasis is 
placed on more systematic and long-term threatening behaviour and seri-
ous violence, which may include psychological, physical and sexual vio-
lence, the number of victims of violence will be fewer and we will 
approach what we might more intuitively understand by the term inti-
mate terrorism.

An understanding of partner violence as a phenomenon which was 
originally based on the experiences of abused women with violent men, 
and founded on the understanding of a patriarchal society, must now be 
developed further to throw light on the serious and systematic psycho-
logical and physical partner violence perpetrated against men (see also 
Bell and Naugle 2008), since partner violence can be committed by both 
men and women (Simmons et al. 2014). Intimate terrorism can be exer-
cised without the partner having physical superiority.

We find men who are in a privileged economic position and who are 
physically superior, who are nonetheless exposed to serious acts of vio-
lence. These events lead to feelings of worthlessness and suicidal ideation 
in these men. As shown in Chaps. 4 and 5, in such relationships it is not 
the partner who is physically superior (the man) who dominates, but the 
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woman who exercises psychological control over the man. This book’s 
primary contribution to the international debate on violence in intimate 
relationships lies perhaps in the fact that we have been able to clearly 
document the impact of psychological violence against men—what it 
comprises and how it is experienced. This must also have an impact on 
our wider understanding of what intimate terrorism entails.

Our research also shows a marked trend that those women who perpe-
trate violence often have psychological problems and have been both vic-
tims and perpetrators. There are strong indications that these women are 
in need of therapeutic treatment. As mentioned previously, studies of 
male perpetrators of violence in intimate relationships have shown that six 
out of ten men undergoing therapy have experienced childhood violence 
themselves and have major problems with anxiety, depression and sub-
stance abuse (Rangul Askeland et al. 2011). In a Norwegian interview 
study of mothers who inflicted violence on their children, Kruse and 
Bergman (2014) found that the mothers themselves had had earlier expe-
riences of violence and had also subjected a partner or ex- partner to vio-
lence. These women say that the violence often occurred when they found 
the demands of looking after the children overwhelming. This reflects 
findings in the international literature on maternal violence (see Kruse 
and Bergman 2014) and challenges Johnson’s (2008) sociological perspec-
tive on partner violence, showing the need to supplement it with other 
theoretical perspectives (see also Bell and Naugle 2008).

In several prevalence studies, Johnson’s theory of men’s need for domi-
nance over women is used to explain why women are more vulnerable to 
domestic violence (Dobash and Dobash 1995, 2004; Kimmel 2002). We 
find it problematic to take the motive behind the violence for granted. 
Since we have not interviewed the wives and girlfriends (perpetrators) of 
the men in our survey, we can say nothing about their desire or need to 
control these men. Future studies should make it a priority to investigate 
women’s motives for exercising violence in the family and to shed light on 
their experiences. What we can say here is that the men’s experiences of 
being isolated and exposed to this form of violence over long periods 
erode their self-esteem, their desire to live and their sense of worth.

The psychological violence to which men are subjected, in the form 
of degradation as fathers, ridicule and humiliation, is not measured in 
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several of the major investigations into violence. The most recent and 
most important survey in Norway investigating violence in intimate 
relationships does not include any questions about psychological vio-
lence (Thoresen and Hjemdal 2014). This necessarily means that the 
study fails to offer an adequate picture of the extent of violence against 
men in intimate relationships.

Both family protection and the crisis centre movement in Norway 
have been dominated by a biased focus on men’s violence against women, 
which has in part been supported by previous feminist studies and the 
focus of Johnson and other feminist researchers on men’s violence. There 
is reason to assume that a gender bias in samples and in empirical founda-
tions has hindered the furtherance of knowledge about men’s vulnerabil-
ity and need for help (Douglas and Hines 2011; Fjell 2013; Schei and 
Bakketeig 2007; Grøvdal and Jonassen 2015).

Our study shows that men are also subjected to systematic violence. 
We find that male victims need help, but that there is significant resis-
tance which makes it difficult for them to seek and access it. This resis-
tance lies within the men themselves, in the relevant organisations and in 
society, and clearly has its roots in the established discourse about perpe-
trators and victims of violence. Additionally, much of our theoretical 
understanding of violence in intimate relationships supports a one-sided 
focus on women as the vulnerable party. It is crucial that theories be reas-
sessed if we are to extend our knowledge about, and change our attitudes 
to, violence against men.

 Masculinities Studies of Male Violence

In traditional research into men, the focus has been on men as the perpe-
trators of violence, and substantially less on them as victims of violence 
(Connell 1987, 2005; Kimmel 2002, 2006). When, in the late 1980s 
and early 1990s, men’s studies began to establish itself as an independent 
field, it was strongly influenced by the contemporaneous feminist criti-
cism of patriarchal structures. Historically, women as a group had been 
oppressed by men, economically, socially and ideologically. When it came 
to the question of violence, it was presented as a fact that men were the 
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instigators of most violence, both at a collective and social level as well as 
on an individual level. It is the violence on an individual level that impacts 
many women and children. Men’s violence towards, and general suppres-
sion of, women was the dominant social pattern in most societies; a 
gender- based suppression was in existence. This meant that the question 
of power became central, even in the emerging feminist-inspired research 
into men. This was further reinforced by the fact that this research was 
often fused with Marxist criticism of the capitalist society. Here, gender 
relations were understood in the same way that Marxism understood the 
relationship between the social classes: just as the bourgeoisie in a capital-
ist society was seen to be oppressive and to possess greater resources than 
the working classes, so too was the relationship between men and women 
seen as one of oppressor and oppressed. This thinking is apparent in soci-
ologist R.  W. Connell’s theory of dominant hegemonic masculinity, 
which remains the most influential theory in this field.

Connell (1987, 2005) challenges the tendency in early feminist 
research to observe and describe men as one unique and homogeneous 
group. Connell points out that there are significant variations between 
men’s circumstances and attitudes, which require us to talk about mascu-
linities in the plural (Connell 2005). There are, for example, groups of 
oppressed men whose access to economic and political resources is more 
restricted than that of more influential men. Other groups of men are 
marginalised and largely powerless, for instance because of their ethnicity 
or other reasons. However, Connell only sees this oppression or margin-
alisation in relation to other men—these men are never seen as oppressed 
or marginalised in relation to women (Connell 2005).

Despite the fact that Connell demonstrates that there are various types 
of masculinities in any given society, with varying access to power, influ-
ence and resources, he upholds the original feminist premise that men as 
a group are always oppressive to women. Certain men can of course 
oppress other men, make them victims of violence, exploit them eco-
nomically or marginalise them, yet these male victims nonetheless occupy 
a superior position to women (Connell 2005). The inner logic of this 
theory makes it virtually impossible to see women as anything but subor-
dinate to men, and as victims of men’s power and violence.
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Although Connell’s relatively influential theory is largely used within 
the field of social science, the same logic has also influenced major sec-
tions of men’s studies, including historical research on men (Rotundo 
1993; Kimmel 2002, 2006; Tjeder 2003). Despite various attempts at 
offering greater nuance, the feminist gender-power perspective on male 
dominance and female subordination prevails.

 The Need for Alternative Theoretical 
Perspectives

As Jennifer Lawson (2012) points out, we must now work to bridge gaps 
between the polarised theories of violence and gender. The field of 
research on violence is still largely shaped by a sociological gender-power 
perspective and an oppressed/oppressor model. Not only is this problem-
atic in the understanding of women, it is also highly problematic in the 
understanding of men. Nor does the gender-power model make sense in 
the analysis of violence in gay relationships.

From a historical perspective, it easy to understand why theoretical 
analyses have emphasised men’s power. This is also understandable from 
a global perspective. The problem is that it has closed the way for a more 
phenomenological and realistic understanding of violence in intimate 
relationships, where both men and women are perpetrators of violence 
and power. There is not just one truth about serious partner violence and 
there cannot therefore be one theory to explain it: neither the causes of 
violence nor the reasons why some people are exposed to serious and 
systematic violence in intimate relationships. There is good reason to 
question physical superiority as a “natural” explanation of systematic 
partner violence, and of the fear of (more) violence. An uncritical accep-
tance of the discourse about the female victim and the myth of the good 
mother can contribute to acceptance of the violence perpetrated by 
women and mothers in intimate relationships, but also to the conceal-
ment of the violence that exists in gay relationships.

Established narratives of partner violence set limits on how men can 
talk about their experiences of violence. Foucault describes how dis-
courses create “truth effects” (Foucault 1977). As we saw in the chapter 
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on partner violence (Chap. 5), fathers feel that they must avoid bringing 
up the subject of women’s violence in any discussion relating to children 
and their care, because they are afraid they might be suspected them-
selves. The accepted thinking within family protection appears to be 
characterised by the belief that the mother is best for the child and that 
men are perpetrators of partner violence, not the victims of it.

In Scandinavian men’s studies, there has been a desire to show that 
many men in this part of the world have been positive in their attitude to 
more egalitarian relationships between the sexes; and that they have dis-
tanced themselves from the negative traits traditionally attached to the 
notion of manliness, such as violence or unwillingness to take responsi-
bility for children and family (Holter 2007; Aarseth 2011). Using the 
concepts of unmanliness/manliness, some scholars have attempted to 
demonstrate the wide variations that characterise different forms of mas-
culinity, where forms of manliness are almost always created and defined 
in direct relation to forms of unmanliness—which are marginalised and 
repudiated (Liliequist 1999; Andersson 2004; Lorentzen 2004; Ekenstam 
2006; Lorentzen and Ekenstam 2006). Unmanliness, just like manliness, 
is dependent on historical context. At times unmanliness has been linked 
with a derisive view of femininity (Connell 1987; Kimmel 2002), but by 
no means always.

With this theoretical approach it has been possible to get closer to a 
more real and complex picture of manliness in all its diversity. This is a 
picture that shows vast differences in access to power and status among 
men, and recognises that many men are, or have been, subjected to 
oppression in similar ways to women. There was a desire to make clear 
the sense of emotional loss and powerlessness that exists in many ordi-
nary men’s lives. In several of the studies that look at the play between 
manliness and unmanliness, a need has been identified for a more phe-
nomenological perspective; that is, we must listen to men’s own voices 
and take their personal experiences seriously (Lorentzen 2004; Ekenstam 
2006; Lorentzen and Ekenstam 2006).

Although we see that these attempts offer a more phenomenological 
picture of men’s actual experiences, and of the variety and complexity 
that exist, we find, based on our present study, that this perspective has 
also been limited. Firstly, it seems from many of our interviews that some 
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men who occupy the position of victim do not perceive themselves as 
unmanly, but on the contrary as manly. Secondly, it seems that it is not 
only other men, as previously believed, who define men as unmanly, but 
also the women with whom they have relationships. There is also the 
question of how important the matter of womanliness/manliness/unman-
liness actually is to men’s self-image, or, indeed, to our analysis of their 
relationships.

 Some Problems with Structuralist Theory

A prominent voice in men’s studies which has long criticised the biased 
focus on structural power relationships and the lack of a phenomenologi-
cal perspective is that of sociologist Victor Seidler (1994, 1997, 2004). 
Seidler maintains that one problem with a structuralist theory is its uni-
versalism: it is a rationalist theory with generalisable claims. The variables 
are given beforehand, which means that many of the more self- 
contradictory features of reality are squeezed into overly narrow concep-
tual frameworks. In line with a western (generally masculine) scientific 
tradition, it reduces cultural variations, personal experiences and feelings 
to a minimum. Feelings such as grief, fear and vulnerability are acknowl-
edged as little in this research as they are within the dominant male cul-
ture. This biased focus on structural relationships is even accompanied by 
the dismissal of what we can call the “personal”, “emotional” or “thera-
peutic”, particularly here, where power is presented as the most relevant 
question. Although there is a significant link between the concepts of 
manliness and power (and violence), manliness cannot always be reduced 
to power. As Ekenstam (2006) argues, the diversity of male identities, as 
well as the relationships between men and women, is too complex and 
the contradictions too many.

Seidler points out that an understanding of the power relationship 
between the genders, and the various social structures, must be the 
 starting point of our analysis, not the end point. The biased structuralist 
approach to research on masculinity has meant that we actually know 
very little about how men think or perceive themselves. The neglect, 
abuse and violence they have experienced as children, as well as the dis-
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empowerment they may also have experienced, tend to be rendered invis-
ible when masculinities are only seen in terms of power relationships. We 
lack insight into the fear, pain, suffering and sense of insecurity that many 
boys and men (also) experience throughout their lives.

Seidler believes it is necessary to develop new methods for interviewing 
men about their personal relationships. The researcher must be prepared 
to build a personal relationship and to allow men’s own voices to be 
heard. It was just such an approach that inspired our work with this 
book.

In our study we have wanted to let the men tell their own stories and 
to allow their voices to come through. This study shows a complex pic-
ture of the violence to which men are subjected. Violence can be system-
atic over a period of time, it is psychological and physical, and it is 
threatening and dangerous. According to accounts given by the men who 
are experiencing partner violence, female perpetrators often (strategi-
cally) use society’s assumption that men are assumed to be the violent 
partner. The challenge has been to meet these male voices with a theoreti-
cal understanding of the relationship between gender and family dynam-
ics, and the relationship between each individual’s history and their 
present situation.

In our interviews we talked to men about feelings of unmanliness asso-
ciated with being exposed to violence, based on theories of unmanliness. 
We found, however, that men rarely define themselves as or see them-
selves as unmanly because they are victims of violence, or because they do 
not retaliate. On the contrary, many of them emphasise that they see it as 
an expression of manliness when they do not hit back. Additionally, both 
those who have/had male or female partners express that they had no 
intention or desire to use violence against their partner. This differs from 
the findings of several other interview studies, which have found that 
male victims of partner violence perceive themselves as unmanly 
(Bjerkeseth 2010; Morgan and Wells 2016).

Seidler (1994, 1997) criticizes structural perspectives that take their 
starting point in (male) physical and economic supremacy. Our study 
shows that men who are subjected to violence can in fact be socially and/
or economically dominant, and that they see their strategy of non- 
violence as an expression of manliness. When, despite these factors, men 
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are subjected to systematic violence, it seems obvious that a structural 
perspective is inadequate in seeking to understand violence towards men.

We need to include the dimension of psychological dominance if we are 
to explain psychological/physical violence against men. A position of psy-
chological dominance is as easy for a woman to occupy as it is a man, and 
thus the analysis of violence will not be so strongly linked to the man. 
Such a theory will mean that gender itself will become less relevant to the 
understanding of violence in intimate relationships (see McHugh et al. 
2013).

Our interviews show that these men have felt enormous caring and 
empathy for their partners. Despite being subjected to systematic and 
serious violence, they try to understand their violent partners and are 
concerned for the partners’ care needs. These men find coping strategies 
in order to live with the violence, and for many of them this involves 
trivialising or under-communicating it. Meanwhile, some do not per-
ceive themselves as being the victims of violence before a substantial 
amount of time has passed. One reason for this may be that men, like 
society and institutions in general, have internalised the understanding 
that women, not men, are exposed to violence. Thus, they lack the con-
cepts for the violence to which they are exposed, until the violence has 
escalated to the point that it represents a real threat.

We suggest that new theoretical understandings of violence are urgently 
needed. Such a theorising must take into account the findings in this 
study. That is to say, it must be acknowledged that men also experience 
intimate terrorism in close relationships. One can no longer claim, as 
Johnson has done a number of times, that intimate terrorism is “almost 
exclusively” perpetrated by men. We have no basis on which to discuss 
the extent of violence towards men in comparison to the same form of 
violence towards women. Nor, perhaps, is this the most important factor 
in developing theoretical perspectives further. We need to adapt our 
research in order to get a better picture of the extent and nature of the 
intimate terrorism directed at men. A theoretical understanding that 
includes men who are exposed to serious violence necessarily implies that 
the traditional gender-power discourse must be modified and supple-
mented (see Bell and Naugle 2008). Violence in intimate relationships is 
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a complex phenomenon that requires a variety of theoretical approaches 
(Bell and Naugle 2008; Lawson 2012). Perspectives and theoretical mod-
els must acknowledge that violence is perpetrated in same-sex relation-
ships and by both sexes in heterosexual relationships; that ethnic 
background/nationality/residence status can further complicate matters; 
and finally that both the perpetrator’s and the victim’s personal histories 
are of importance. Our empirical findings also indicate that violence can 
have a basis in psychological dominance, and is therefore less linked to 
womanliness or manliness than previously thought. As we have touched 
upon, social backgrounds are relevant too in our understanding of peo-
ple’s vulnerability in a partner relationship.

 Future Research on Violence in Intimate 
Relationships

Our study shows that there is a need for a more nuanced understanding 
of power relationships with regard to family violence, sexual abuse and 
intimate terrorism. It is not enough to investigate physical/economic 
superiority (structural power relationships) in order to understand vio-
lence in intimate relationships. As Russel Dobash and Emerson Dobash 
(2004) have pointed out, further research on violence in intimate rela-
tionships must include in-depth research about women’s violence to male 
partners. We find that the structuralist understanding of violence must be 
supplemented with an understanding of how psychological dominance 
can provide a basis for power and coercion. As already outlined, it is nec-
essary to have a new theoretical understanding of violence in intimate 
relationships which includes violence against men. Such an understand-
ing implies that Johnson’s concept of intimate terrorism also includes 
women’s violence against men. Kimmel (2002) has suggested methods to 
reconcile the disparate data of gender symmetry and gender asymmetry, 
and encourages researchers and practitioners to acknowledge women’s 
use of violence, while simultaneously understanding why this violence 
tends to be different from that perpetrated by men towards their female 
partners.
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Our proposals for future research on violence in intimate relationships 
are as follows:

• Several larger qualitative studies of boys’ and men’s experiences and of 
how violence and sexual abuse in intimate relationships are handled.

• Closer investigation of the mechanisms behind men’s silence on the 
subject of violence and abuse.

• Inclusion of gender and class perspectives in future studies.
• Method-development projects with the aim of improving the quality 

of research into violence against boys and men.
• Further studies that map the requirements of men for help and 

support.
• Future prevalence studies including questions that can throw light on 

various forms of psychological violence among adults.
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