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MASCULINITY AND Power 1N Men's AccounTs oF DoMmesTic VIOLENCE

iristin L. Anderson and Debra Umberson

brought wife abuse to the forefront of public

conscionsness, Published in the academic
and popular press, the words and images of sur-
vivors made one aspect of patrtarchy visible:
Male dominance was displayed on women's
bruised and batiered bodies (Dobash and Dobash
1979; Martin 1976). Barly research contributed
to feminist anafyses of batiery as part of a larger
pattern of male domination and control of
women (Pence and Paymar 1993; YIl& 1993).
Research in the 19805 and 1990s has expanded
theoretical undesstandings of men’s violence
against women through emphases on women's
agency and Tesistance to male control {(Bowker
1983; Kirkwood 1993); the intersection of
physical, structural, and emotional forces that
sustain men's contrel over female parlners
(Kirkwood 1993; Pence and Paymar 1993); and
the different constraints faced by women and
men of diverse nations, racial ethnic identities,
and sexualities who experience violence af the
hands of intimate partners (Eaton 1994; Island
and Letellier 1991; Jang, Lee, and Morello-
Frosch 1998: Renzetti 1992). This work demon-
strales ways in which the gender order facilitates
victimization of disenfranchised groups.

Comparatively less work has examined the
ways in which gender influences male perpetra-
tors’ experiences of domestic violence (Y13
1993), However, a growing body of qualitative
research crilically examines batterers’ descrip-
tions of violence within their relationships.
Dobash and Dobash (1998), Hearn (1998), and
Ptacel (1990) focus on the excuses, justifications,

In the 1970s, feminist activists and scholars

and rationalizations that batterers use to account
for their violence. These authois suggest that
hatterers' accounts of violence are texts throush
which they attempt to deny responsibility for vio-
fence and 1o present nonviolent sell-identities,

Dabash and Dobash (1998) identify ways in
which gender, as o system that structures the
authority and responsibilities assipned to women
and men within intimate relationships, supports
battery. They find that men use violence lo punish
female partners who fail to meet their unspoken
physical, sexual, or emotional needs. Lundgren
{1998) examines batterers’ use of gendered reli-
pious ideclogies to justify their vielence against
female partners. Heara (1998, 37) proposes that
violence is a “resource for demonstrating and
showing a person is a man.” These studies find
that masculine identities are constructed through
acts of violence and throwgh batterers’ ability 1o
control pastners as a result of their violence.

This articte examines the construction of gen-
der within men's accounts of domestic violence,
Guided by theoretical work that characterizes
gender as performance (Butler 1990, 1993; West
and Fenstermaker 1995), we contend that batter-
efs attempt to construct masculine identities
through the practice of violeace and the dis-
course aboul violence that they provide. We
examine these performances of gender as
“routine, methodical, and ongoing accomplish-
ment[s]" that create and sustain notions of nat-
urai differences between women and men (West
and Fenstermaker 1993, 9). Butler's concept of
performativity extends this idea by suggesting
that it is through performance that gendered
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subjectivities are constructed: “Gender proves to
be performative—that s, constituting the iden-
lity it is purporled to be. In this sense, gender is
always a doing, though not a doing by a subject
who may be said to preexist the deed” {1990,
75). For Butler, gender performances deman-
strate the instability of masculine subjectivity; a
“masculine identity” exists only as the actions of
individoals who stylize their bodies and their
actions in accordance with a normative binary
finmework of gender.

In addition, the performance of gender makes
male power and privilege appear natural and nor-
mal rather than socially produced and structured.
Butler (1990) argues that gender is part of a
system of relations that sustains heterosexual
male privilege through the denigration or erasure
of aliernative (feminine/gay/lesbian/bisexual)
identities. West and Fenstermaker (1995) con-
tend that culoural befiefs about underlying and
essential differences between women and men,
and social structures that constitute and are
constitated by these beliefs, are reprocduced by
the accomplishment of gender. In examining the
accounts offered by domestically violent mes,
we focus on identifying ways in which the prac-
tice of domestic vielence helps men to accom-
plish gender. We also focus on the contradictions
within these accounts to explore the instability of
masculine subjectivities and challenges to the
performance of gender,

R

FiNDiNGs

How do batterers talk about the violence in their
relationships? They excuse, rationalize, justify,
and minimize their viclence against female part-
ners. Like the batterers stodied by previous
researchers, the men in this study constructed
their viofence as a rational response to extreme
provocation, a loss of control, or a minor incident
that was blown out of propertion. Through such
accounts, batterers deny responsibility for their
violence and save face when recounting behavior
that has eficited social sanctions (Dobash and
Dobash 1998; Pacek 1990).

However, these accounts are also about the
performance of gender. That is, through their
speech acts, respondents presented themselves as
rational, competent, masculine actors, We exam-
ine several ways in which domestic violence is
gendered in these accounts. First, according to
respondents’ reports, violence is gendered in its
practice. Although it was in their interests (o
minimize and deny their violence, participants
reported engaging in more serious, frequent, and
injurious violence than that committed by their
female partmers. Second, respondents sendered
yiolence throngh their depictions and interpfeta-
tions of violence. They talked about women's
violence in a qualitatively different fashion than
they talked shout their own violence, and their
language reflected hegemonic notions of femi-
ninity and masculinity, Third, the research par-
ticipants constructed gender by interpreting the
violent canfficts in ways that suggested that their
female partners were responsible for the partici-
pants” behavior. Finally, respondents pendered
violence by claiming that they are victimized by
a criminal justice system (s construets all men
gs villains and afl women as victims.

Gendered Practice

Men perpetrate the majority of violence
sgainst women and against other men in the
United States {Bachman and Saltzman 1995).
Although some scholars asgue that women perpe-
irate domestic violence at rates similar 10 men
(Straus 1993), feminist scholars have pointed out
that research findings of “sexual symmetry” in
domestic violence are based on survey questions
that fai} to account for sex differences in physical
strength and size and in motivations for violence
(Dobash et al. 1992; Straon 1994}, Moreover,
recent evidence from a large national survey sug-
gests that women experience higher rates of vic-
timizaticn at the hands of partners than men and
that African American and Latina women experi-
ence higher rates of victimization than European
American women (Bachman and Saltzman 1995).

Alihough the majority of respondents described
scenarios in which both they and their partners
perpetrated violent acts, they reported that their

violence was more frequent and severe than
the vialence perpetrated by their female partners.
Eleven respondents (33 percent) described
attacking a partner who did not physically resist,
and only two respondents (6 percent) reported
that they wese victimized by their partners but
did not themselves perpetrate violence. The
twenty cases (61 percent) in which the partici-
pants reported “mutual” violence support femi-
nist critiques of “sexual symmetry”;

We started pushing each ciher. And the thing is that
I threw her on the floor. 1 told ker that I'm going 1o
leave, She took my car keys, and I wanted my car
keys so I went and grabbed her arm, ﬁu!led it, and
took the car keys away from her. She—she comes
back and ties to kick me in the back. So I just
pushed her back and threw her on the floor again.
{Juan)

Moreover, the respondents did not describe
scenarios in which they perceived themselves o
Pe at risk from their partners’ violence. The warst
injury reportedly sustained was a split lip, and
oniy.ﬁve men (13 pescent) reported sustaining
any injury, Female partness reportedly sustained
injuries in 14 cases (42 percent). Although the
majority of the injuries reportedly inflicted on
female partners consisted of bruises and scratches,
a few women were hospitalized, and two women
sustained broken ribs. These findings corroborate
pievious studies showing that women suffer more
injuries from domestic violence than men
{Langhinrichsen-Rohling, Neidig, and Thom
1995). Moreover, because past studies suggest
that male batterers underreport their perpetration
of violence (Dobash and Dobash 1998), it is likely
that respondents engaged in more violence than
they described in these in-depth interviews.

Domeslic violence is gendered through social
and cultural practices that advantage men in vio-
lent conflicts with women. Young mer often learn
te view themselves as capable perpetrators of vio-
lence thraugh rough play and contact sports, to
exhibit fearlessness in the face of physical con-
frontations, and to accept the harm and injury
associated with violence as “natural” (Dobash
and Dobash 1998; Messner 1992). Men are further
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advantaged by culturol norms suggesting that
women should pair with men wheo are larzer and
stronger than themselves (Goffmen 1977).
Women’s less pervasive and less effective use of
violence reflects fewer social opportunities to
learn violent techniques, a lack of encouragement
for female violence within society, and women's
size disadvantage in relation o male partners
(Fagot et al. 1985; McCaughey 1998). In a culture
that defines aggression as unfeminine, few women
learn 1o use violence effectively. .

Gendered Depictions and Interpretations

Parlicipants reported that they engaged in
more frequent and serious violence than their
partners, but they also reported that their vio-
lence was different from that of their partners.
'I.‘hey depicted their violence as rational, effee-
tive, and explosive, whereas women's violence
was represented a5 hysterical, trivial, and inef-
fectual. Of the 22 paricipants who described
violence perpetrated by their partners, twelve (35
percent) suggested that their partner’s violence
was ridiculous or ineffectun]. These respondents
minimized their partners’ violence by explaining
that it was of little concern 10 them:

Tcame out of the kitchen, and then 1 got in her face,
ard 1 shoved her. She shoved, she tried to push me
alittle bit, but it didn’t matter much, (Adam)

1 was seeing this giel, and then o friend of mine saw
te with this girl and he went back and told my
wife, and when I got home that night, that's when
she tried to hit me, 1o fight me. [ just pushed her ont
of the way and left. (Shad)

This minimizing discourse also characterizes
descriptions of cases in which female partners
successfully made contact and injured the
respondent, as in the following account:

Fwas on my way to go to the restroom. And she was
just cussing and swearing and she wouldn't let me
pass. So, I nudged her. | didn't push ber oy shove
tier, 1 just Kind of, you know, just made my way to
the restroom. And, when I done that she hit me, and
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she dtew biood. She hit me in the lip, and she drew
blood. . .. I goin the bathroom and I started laugh-
ing, you know. And Twas still half kit that morning,
you know. And I was laughing because I think it
maybe shocked me more than anything hat she had
done this, you know. {Ed)...

Even in the case of extreme danger, such as
when threatened with a weapon, respondents
denied the possibility that their pariners’ vio-
lence was a threat. During a fight described by
Steve, his partner locked herself in the bathroom
with his gun:

We were baitering each other at that point, and
that's when she was in the bathroom. This is—it’s
like 43 minutes into this whole argument now.
She's in the bathroom, messing with my [gun].
And 1 had no idea. So 1 kicked the door in—-in the
buthisoot, and she's sitting there trying to foad this
thing, trying to get this clip in, and luckily she
coufdn’t figure it out. Why, 1 don't—you know,
well, becasse she was drunk. So, Juckily she dida™s
The situation could have been a whole lot worse,
you know, it could have been 1 whole lot worse
than it was. 1 thank God that she dida't figure it
out. When I think about it, you know, she was
lucky to come out of it with just & cut in her head.
You know, she could have blown her brains out or
done something really stapid.

This account contains interesting contradic-
tions. Steve staled that he had *no idea” that his
partner had a gun, but he responded by kicking
down (he door to reach her. He then suggesied
that he was concerned ahout his partner’s safety
and that he kicked in the door to save her from
doing “something really stupid” to herself. ...

[The men] described their pariners’ acts us
irrational and hysterical. Such depictions helped
respondents to justify their own violence and to
present themselves as calm, cool, rational men.
Phil described his ows behavior of throwing his
partner down as & nonvilent, controlled response
to his pariner’s outrageons behavior. Moreover,
he suggests that he used this incident to demon-
strate his sense of superior rationality to his par-
ner. Phil later reported that a doctor became “very

upset” abowt the marks on his wife's neck two
days afler this incident, suggesting that he was
rot the rational actor represented in his account.

In eight other cases (36 percent), respondents
did not depict their partner’s violence as trivial ar
ineffectual, Rather, they described their partners’
behavior in matter-of-fact terms:

Then she starts jumping at me or hilting me, or tell
me “ieave the house, I don’t want you, 1 don’t love
you" and stuff like that. And I sny, “don’t touch me,
don't touch me.” And 1 just push her back. She
keeps coming and hit me, hit me. I keep pushing
back, she starts to scratch me, so 1 push hard to stop
her [rom hurting me, (Mario)

Other respondents depicted their partner’s vio-
lence in factual terms but emphasized that they
perceived their own violence as the greater danger.
Ray took his partmer sexiously when he stated that
“she was willing to fight, Lo defend herself,” yel he
also mentioned his fears that his own violence
would be lethal: “The worst time is when she
{lwew an iron at me. And I'm gonna tell you, |
think that was the worst time because, in defense,
in retaliation, [ pulled ber hair, and I thought
maybe I broke her neck.” Only two respondents—
Alan and Jim—consistently identified as victims:

One of the worst times wag realizing that she was
dronk and belligesent. 1 realized that I needed 1o
take her home in her car and she was not capable
of driving. And she was physically abusive the
whole way home. And before 1 could get out of the
door or get out of the way, she come at me with a
knife. And stupidly, I defended myself-—kicked
her hand 1o get the knife out. And 1 bruised her
hand enough Io where she felt justified enough 1o
call the police with stories that T was homibly
abusing. {Jim)

Jim reported that his partner has hil him,
stabbed him, and thrown things at him. However,
he also noted that he was amrested [ollowing several
of these incidents, suggesting that his accounts tell
us only part of the story. . . .

In contrast 1o their reported fearlessness
when confronted by women wiclding weapons,

fespondents construcied their own capacity for
violence as something that should engender fear.
These interpretations are consistent with cultural
canstructions of male violence as volcanic—
natural, lethal, and impossibie to stop unti! it has
um s course.

Respondents’ interpretations of ineffectual
female violence and lethal male violence reflect
actunl violent practices in a culture that grants
men more access 1o vialence, but they aiso gen-
der violence. By denying a threat from women’s
violence, participants performed masculinity and
reinforced notioas of gender differznce. Women
were constructed s incompetent in the practice
of violence, and their successes were trivialized.
For example, it is unlikely that Ed would have
responded with Inughter had his lip been split by
the punch of another man (Dobash and Dobash
1598). Morzover, respondents ignored their part-
ners’ motivations for violence and their active
efforis to exert change within their relationships.

The binary representation of ineffectual, hys-
terical female behavior and rational, lethal male
violenee within these accounts erases the femi-
nine; violence perpetrated by women and female
subjectivity are effaced in order that the respon-
dents can consiruct masculinities. These repre-
sentations wask the power relations that
delermine what acts will qualify as “violence”
and thus naturalize the notion that violence is the
exclusive province of men,

Gendering Blame

‘The research participanis also gendered vio-
lence by sugpesting that their female partners
were responsible for the violence within their
relationships. Some respondents did this by
claiming that they did not hit women with whom
they were involved in the past:

I"ve never hit nnother woman in my life besides the
one that 1'm with. She just has o knuck for bring-
ing out the worst in me. (Tom) . ..

Respondents also shified blame onto female
partners by detailing faults in their pariners’
behaviors and personalities. They criticized their
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pariners’ parenting styles, interaction styles, and
choices. However, the most typically reported crit-
icism was that female parmers were controlling.
Ten of the 33 respondents (30 percent) character-
ized their partners as controlling, demanding, or
dominating:

She's real arganized and critiquing about things.
She wanna—she has to get it like—she like to have
her way ol the time, you know. In contral of
things, even when she's at work in the evenings,
she has 1o have control of everything that's going
on in the house, And—but—you know, iry to get,
to conirol everything there. You know, what's
going on, and me and myself. (Adam}. ..

In a few cases, respondents claimed that they
fell emasculated by what they interpreted as their
partners’ efforts to control them:

You sk the puy silting nest door to me, the guy
that's down the hall. For years they all say, “Bill,
man, reach down and grab your eggs. She wears
the pants”" Or maybe like, “Hey man, we're going
to go—0Oh, Bill can't go. He's got to ask his boss
fest" Ant they were right. (Bill)

These representations of female partners as
dominating enabled men to position themselves as
victims of masculinized femule partners. The rela-
tionai construction of masculinity is visible in
these accounts; women who “wear the pants” dis-
rupt the binary epposition of masculinity/femininity.
Bill's account reveals that “‘one is one’s gender fo
the extent that one is not the other gender” (Butler
1990, 22); he is unable to perform masculinity to
the satisfaction of his friends when mirrored by a
parinier who is perceived as dominating.

Moreover, respondents appeared o feel emas-
culated by unspecified forces. Unlike female sur-
vivors who describe concrete practices that male
partners utilize to exert contsal (Kirkwood 1993;
Walker 1984}, participanis were vagne about,
what they meant by control and the ways in which
their partners exerted conirol....Respondents
wha claimed that their partners are controlling
offered nebulous explanations for these feelings,
suggesting that these claims may be indicative of
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these men's fears about being controlled by a
woman rather than the actual practices of their
pariners.

Finally, respondents gendered violence
through their efforts to coavince female partners
to shoulder at least part of the blame for their
violence. , ..

Contemporary constructions of gender hold
women responsible for men’s aggression (Gray,
Patileo, and Johason 1993), Sexual violence
is often blamed on women, who are perceived
as templing men who are powerless in the face
of their primal sexual desires (Scolly 1990).
Although inerviewees expressed remorse for
their violent behavior, they also implied that it
was justified in light of their partners’ controlling
behavior. Moreover, their violence was rewarded
by their pariners’ feelings of guilt, suggesting
that violenee is simultaneously a performance of
masculinity and a means by which respendents
encouraged the performance of femininity by
female partners.

“The Law Is for Women™:
Claiming Gender Bias

Participants sometimes ratjonalized their vio-
lence by claiming that the legal system over-
reacted to a minor incident. Bight of the 33
interviewees (24 percent) depicted themselves as
victims of gender politics or the media attention
surrotmding the trial of O. J. Simpson:

1 think my punishment wos wrong. And it was like
my attorney told me—I'm suffering becouse of
0. 1. Simpson. Mine was the crime of the year.
That is, you know, it’s the hot issue of the year
hecause of Q. J. Two years ago they would have
gone “Don't do that again” (Bill}. ..

These claims of gender bias were sometimes
directly coniradicted by respondents’ descriptions
of events following the arrival of the pofice. Four
participants (12 percent) reported that the police
wanted to arrest their female parmer along with
or nstead of themselves—stories that challenged
their claims of bias in the system. A few of these
respondents reported that they lied to the police

about the source of their injuries to prevent the
arrest of their partaers, Ed, the respondent who
sustained 2 split lip from his partner’s punch,
claimed that he “tock the fall” for his pastaer. . ..

When the police arrived, these respondents
were in a double bind. They wanted to deny their
own violence to avoid arrest, but they also
wanted to deny victimization at the hands of
a woman. “Protecting” their female partners from
arrest allowed them a way out of this bind. By
volunteering to be arrested despite their alleged
innocence, they became chivalrous defenders of
their partners. They were also, paradoxically,
able to claim that “gender bias” led to their arrest
and parsicipation in the [Family Violence
Diversion Network] FYDN program.

ok %

‘When batterers “protect” their partners from
arrest, their oppressor becomes a powerful
criminal justice sysiem rather than a woman.
Although even the loser gains status through
participation in a fight with another man, a man
does not gain prestige from heing beaten by a
woman (Dobash ond Dobash 1998). In addition,
respondents who stepped in 1o prevent their
partners from being arrested ensured that their
pariners remained under their conwrol, as Jim
suggested when he described “the thin line
hetween being protected by somebody and
possessing somebody” By volunteering to be
arrested along with his partner, Jim ensured that
she was not “taken inlo possession” {e.g., laken
into costody) by the police.

By focusing the interviews on “gender bias”
in the system, respondents defiected attention
from their own perpetration and victimization,
Constructions of 1 bins gave them an explanation
for their arrest that was consistent with their self-
preseiitation as rational, strong, and nenviolent
actoss. Claims of “reverse mentality” also enabled
participants (o position themselves as victims of
gender politics. Several interviewees made use

_of men’s rights thetoric or alluded lo changes

wrought by feminism to suggest that they ase
increasingly oppressed by a society in which
women have achieved greater rights. . ..

A number of recent studies have examined
the increasingly angry and antifeminist discourse

offered by some men who are struggling to
construct masculine identities within patriarchies
disrupted by feminism and movements for
gayfleshian and civil rights (Fine, et al. 1997;
Messner 1998; Savran 1998). Some branches of
the contemporary “men’s movernent” have artic-
ulated a defensive and antifeminist rhetoric of
“men’s rights” that suggests that men have
become the victims of ferninism (Messner 1998;
Savran 1998), Although nene of our interviewees
reported participation in any of the orpanized
men's movements, their allusions to the dis-
course of victimized manhood suggest that the
rhetoric of these movements has become an
influentinl resource for the performance of gen-
der among some men. Like the angry men's
rihts activists studied by Messner (1998), some
respondents positioned themselves as the victims
of feminism, which they believe has co-opted the
criminat justice system and the media by creat-
ing “myths” of male domination. The interviews
suggest that respondents feel disempowered and
that they identify women—both the women
whom they batter and women who lead move-
ments to criminalize domestic viclence—as the
“Other” who has “stolen their presumed privi-
lege” (Fine et al. 1997, 54): “Now girls are start-
ing to act like men, or try and be like men. Lilke
il you hit me, I'll call the cops, or if you don’t do
it, 'l do this, or stuff like that" (Juan), Juan con-
tends that by challenging men’s “privilege” to hit
their female partners without fear of repercus-

-sions, women have become “like men.” This

suggests that the consiruction of masculine sub-
jectivities is tied to a position of dominance and
that women have threatened the binary and hier-
archical gender framework through their resis-
tance to male violence,

Discussion: SOCIAL LLOCATIONS
AND DISCOURSES OF VIOLENCE

Respondents” descriptions of conflicis with
female partners were similar across racial, ethnic
and class locations. Participants of diverse socio-
economic standings and racial ethnic backgrounds
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minimized the violence perpetrated by their pariners,
claimed that the criminal justice system is biased
against men, and attempled to place responsibility
for their vinlence on female partners. However,
we identified some ways in which social class
influenced respondents” self-presentations.

Respondents of higher socioeconomic status
emphasized their careers and the material items
that they provided {or their families throughout
the interviews:

We huilt two houses together and they are nice. You
know, we like to se2 a nice environment for our
family to five in. We want to see our children receive
1 goad education. (Ted)

That woman now sits in a 2,700 square fom
house, She drives a Volvo. She has everything.
A brand-new refrigerator, 1 brand-new washer
and dryer. (Bill)

Conversely, economically disenfranchised
meq volunteered stories about their prowess in
fights with other men. These interviewees
reported that they engaged in violent conflicts
with other men as a means of gaining respect;

Everybody in my neighborheod respected me a lot,
yoeu know. I used 10 be kind of violent, | used to like
to fight and stuff like that, but T'm not like that any-
more. Ste—I don't think she liked me because
1liked to fight a lot but she liked me because people
respecled me becnuse they knew that they would
have to fight if they disrespected me. You know
Tihiak that's one thing that tumed her on about me;
I don't fet people mess around. (Tony) . ..

The use of violence to achieve respect is
a central theme in research on the construction
of masculinities among disenfranchised men
(Messerschmidt 1993; Messner 1992). Although
men of diverse sociceconomic standings valorize
fistfights between men (Campbell 1993; Dobash
and Dobash 1998), the extent (o which they par-
ticipate in these confrontations varies by social
context. Privileged young men are more often
able to avoid participation in social situations
that require physical violence against other men
than are men who seside in poor neighborhoads
{Messner £992).
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We find some evidence that cultural differ-
ences influence accounts of domestic violence,
Two respondents who identified themselves as
immigrants from Lasin America (Algjandro and
Juan) reporied that they experienced conflicts
with female pastners about the shifting meanings
of gender in the United States:

Slie has » different attitude than mine, She has an
aititude that comes from Mexico—be a man like,
you have (o do it And it's like me here, it's fifty-
fifty, it's another thing, you know, it's like *T don't
have 1o do it .. . 1 tald her the wrong things she
was doing and 1 tofd her, “1t’s not going 1o be that
way because we're not in Mexico, we're in the
United States.” (Juan)

Juan's story suggests that unstable mennings
ahout what it means o be 2 woman of 4 man are 4
source of conflict within his relationship and that
he and his partner draw o divergent gender ide-
clogies to hutlress their positions. Although many
of the respondents expressed uncertainty dbout
appropriate gender performances in the 1990s,
those who migrated to the United States may find
these “crisis tendencies of the gender order”
(Connell 1992, 736} to be particularly unsettiing.
Interestingly, Juan depicts his partner as clinging to
traditional gender norms, while he embraces the
nation of gender egalitarianism. However, we are
hesitant to deaw conclusions about this finding due
to the small number of interviews that we con-
ducted with immigrants.

ConcLusions

Many scholars have suggested that domestic vio-
lence is & means by which men construct mas-
culinities (Dobash and Dobash 1998; Gondolf and
Hannekin 1987: Hearn 1998). However, few
studies have explored the specific practices that
domestically violent men use to present them-
selves ns masculine actors, The respondents in this
study used diverse and contradictory sirategies Lo
gender violence and they shified their positions as
they talked ghout violence. Respondents some-
times positioned themselves as masculine actors

by highlighting their strength, power, and rational-
ity compared with the “irrationality” and vulnera-
bility of female partners. At other Hmes, when
describing the criminal justice system or “control-
ling” female partners, they positioned themselves
as vulnerable and powerless. These shifting repre-
sentations evidence the relational constructios of
gender and the instability of masenline subjectivi-
ties (Butler 1590).

Recently, performativity theories have been
¢riticized for privileging agency, undertheorizing
structural and cultural constraints, and facilitat-
ing essentialist readings of gender behavior:
“Lacking an analysis of structural and cultural
context, performances of gender can all too eas-
ily be interpreted as free agents’ acting out the
inevitable surface manifestations of o natural
inner sex difference” (Messner 2000, 770).
Findings from our study show that each of these
criticisms is not necessarily valid.

First, although the batterers described here
demonstrate agency by shifting positions, they do
s0 by calling on culbwral diseourses (of unstop-
pable masculine aggression, of feminine weak-
ness, and of men's rights). Their performance is
shaped by eultural options.

Second, batterers’ performances are also
shaped by structural changes in the gender order.
Some aof the batterers interviewed for this study
expressed anger and confusion about 2 world
with “TV for women™ and femule partners who
are “too educated” Their arrest signaled a world
askew—a place where “the faw is for “women”
and where men have become the victims of dis-
crimination. Although these accounts are ironic
in Tight of the research documenting the continu-
ing reluctance of the legal system to freat domes-
tic violence as @ criminal act (Dobash and
Dobash 1979), they demonstrate the ways in
which legal and structural reforms in the area of
domestic violence influence gender perfor-
mances. By focusing attention on the “bias™ in
the system, respondents deflected atiention from
their own perpetration and victimization and sus-
ained their constructions of rational masculinity.
Therefore, thearies of gender performativity push
us toward analyses of the cultural and structusal
contexts that form the settings for the acts.

Finally, when viewed through the lens of per-

formativity, our findings challenge the notion that
violence is an essential or natural expression
of mascolizity. Rather, they suggest that viclence
represents an effort to reconstruct a contested and
unstable masculinity, Respendents’ references to
men's rights movement discourse, their claims of
“reverse discrimination,” and their complaints that
female partners are controlling indicate a disrup-
tion in masculine subjectivities. Viewing domestic
violence as a gender performance counters the
essentialist readings of men's violence ogainst
women (hat dominale 1.S, popular culture, What
one performs is not necessarily what one “is.”

Disturbingly, however, this study suggests
that violence is (at least temporarily) an effective
means by which batterers reconstruct men as
masculine and women as feminine. Participants
reported that they were able to control their part-
ners through exertions of physical dominance
and through their interpretive efforts to hold part-
ners responsible for the violence in their relation-
ships. By gendering violence, these batterers not
only performed masculinity but reproduced gen-
der as dominsnce, Thus, they naturalized a
binary and hierarchical gender system.

NoTE

1. We define high sociocconomic status respon-
dents as those who enrn at least $25,000 per year in
personal income and who have completed an associ-
ate’s degree. Seven respondenis fit these criteria. We
define disenfranchised respondents as those who
report personal earnings of less than $15,000 per year
and who have noi completed a two-year college progrum.
Nine resposdents fit these criteria.
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