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Abbreviations 

CLS - Critical legal studies 

DA - Discourse analysis  

SKL - Sveriges Kommuner och Landsting/Swedish Association of Local Authorities and 
Regions 

�3



Abstract 

Men’s violence against women is a persistent social problem with great individual and 

societal consequences. Despite governmental measures taken in Sweden to prevent and 

reduce the prevalence of men’s violence against women, the violence does not appear to 

decrease. Research questions the efficacy of initiatives aimed at reducing men’s violence 

against women and suggest that one explanation to why this reduction does not happen is 

because normative masculinity is used to excuse men’s violence against women and present 

men as victims of masculinity.  

In this study, which focuses on men’s violence against women in Sweden, discourse analysis 

was carried out on a government equality document, on SKL material and on men’s verbal 

accounts in court cases of gross violation of a woman’s integrity in order to understand if 

Swedish discourse presents normative masculinity as an excuse for men’s violence against 

women. 

The results of discourse analysis of a government equality document and the SKL material 

revealed that masculinity is presented not so much as the excuse for men’s violence but as the 

reason for why men are kept from taking responsibility for their violence. The findings 

showed persistent argumentation for women’s use of violence as well as claims that not all 

men are violent and that masculinity is an issue that needs to be handled on a societal level. 

Negative behaviors, due to adhering to normative masculinity, was found to rarely be 

presented as the responsibility of individual men.    

Discourse analysis of men’s verbal accounts in cases of gross violation of a woman’s integrity 

showed that several categories and patterns emerged from these accounts in regards to how 

masculinity was verbalized and used as a possible excuse for why violence had occurred. 

Men’s own verbal accounts did not mention masculinity explicitly but presented excuses for 

the violence which previous research has found to relate to normative masculinity. 
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1. Introduction  

Sweden is often presented as a progressive and gender equal country.  Men’s violence against 1

women in Sweden is however a social issue that includes suffering for the individual and 

large societal costs. Men’s violence against women is described as a persistent problem 

acknowledged by the social sciences.  A society in which men’s violence against women 2

occurs is not an equal society and in Sweden, men’s violence against women costs an 

estimated three billion Swedish crowns every year.  Despite work aimed at ending men’s 3

violence against women, the violence has not decreased.   4

Research has stated that in many ways initiatives aimed at reducing men’s violence against 

women appear fruitless.  Why is this? Flood  and McCarry  have suggested that one possible 5 6 7

explanation could be because negative norms connected to normative masculinity is portrayed 

as the problem of men’s violence against women and that this view on masculinity can excuse 

the individual perpetrator. Others have theorized that men are not especially concerned to 

change gender and power structures that sustain their collective and personal privilege over 

women  and that violence against women enables social control over women to the privilege 8

of men.  9

A gender equal society is of outmost importance for the individual and for society as a whole 

and this importance is since years back politically articulated by the Swedish government in 

the goal for gender equality which states that: men’s violence against women must end. With 

this goal in mind the government has collaborated with the Swedish Association of Local 

Authorities and Regions/Sveriges Kommuner och Landsting (SKL) to focus specifically on 
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equality work that is aimed at boys and men on issues concerning masculinity, including 

men’s violence.    10

This thesis will explore the possibility of the existence of normative masculinity as an excuse 

for men’s violence against women in a government equality material, in SKL materials as 

well as in men’s verbal accounts in court cases of gross violation of a woman’s integrity 

through discourse analysis. The questions that will be explored in this thesis are: How is 

masculinity discursively portrayed in Sweden through a focus on a governmental equality 

document, SKL materials and in cases of gross violation of a woman’s integrity? How is 

men’s responsibility for violence portrayed? Is there excuses present and what impact can 

such excuses have on the equality aim in Sweden? Discourse analysis of different materials 

will be key in understanding if there are patterns in the Swedish discourse that excuse men’s 

violence against women and focus on masculinity as the perpetrator of men’s violence.  

The studies presented will be carried out for the Master Thesis in Law. My sociolegal 

approach has been to attempt to understand how the discourses of normative masculinity is 

presented in the governmental document that describes Sweden’s equality work, in the 

material produced by SKL from governmental funds and in men’s verbal accounts in court 

cases of gross violation of a woman’s integrity. My sociolegal approach has been to study 

Swedish discourse through strategically choosing three different sources. The governmental 

equality document is analyzed in order to understand Sweden’s equality politics. The 

materials by SKL are analyzed because of SKL’s aim to help regions and municipalities with 

their gender equality work. In order to attempt to understand if normative masculinity is 

presented as an excuse for men’s violence against women, and is visible in practice, men’s 

verbal accounts in court cases of gross violation of a woman’s integrity were studied. By 

focusing on the chosen materials collectively I hope to gain an understanding of potential 

patterns regarding the role of normative masculinity as a possible excuse for men’s violence 

against women in a Swedish context. In order to be able to understand the influence of the 

possible role of normative masculinity as an excuse for violence it appears suitable to focus 

attention on a variety of sources and the discourses in these sources.     
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Sweden’s governmental collaboration with SKL 

SKL is an organization aimed at employers, such as municipalities and regions, and works on 

a membership basis. SKL’s task is to support and contribute to change in order to develop the 

work that is done within municipalities and regions. SKL works as a network for knowledge 

building and can give professional advice and support to all types of work that is carried out 

within municipalities and regions, for example through conferences and courses.  11

The collaboration between the government and SKL was actively carried out between 

2015-2016 and was thereafter extended until 2018. The purpose of the focus on normative 

masculinity in the collaboration was explained in the following manner:  

Men’s commitment and questioning of destructive norms of masculinity is a 
prerequisite for successful methods concerning violence which can decrease both 
human suffering and societal costs.   12

For men also, norms concerning masculinity can have negative consequences in 
regards to health and mortality while a gender equal lifestyle may in several 
aspects positively influence health, relationships and parenting. Men can support 
the political equality goals through solidarity with women and girls and well as in 
regards to their own personal interests.  13

Previous research   

The previous research which has been of interest for this thesis is mainly informed by critical 

masculinity research and feminist research with a focus on men’s violence against women. I 

take a theoretical starting point in law with Smart’s  views as a basis. Smart  questions the 14 15

propensity and willingness for a change toward equality, through focus on law, in a society 

when the equality claim is based on the assumption that individuals are tested for suitability in 

comparison to a male norm in which difference further confirms dominance of masculinity. 

The theoretical starting point that is visible throughout the thesis is that law is judged from a 

masculine perspective with no true responsibility actually placed on men. For example, 
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McCarry  has expressed criticism in regards to how men’s violence against women is 16

discussed within the study of men and masculinities. Despite efforts such as theoretical 

explanations of men’s violence against women and funded government programs, with the 

aim to work with men’s violence against women, as well as movements that challenge men’s 

use of violence, there is no decline in men’s violence against women. McCarry is concerned 

that the focus on normative masculinity, when discussing men’s violence against women, 

suggests that normative masculinity becomes the aggressor and the perpetrator, while 

individual culpability and responsibility of violent men is diminished. McCarry is concerned 

with several facts and among these are that men in some instances are ascribed victim status 

in relation to masculinity, that masculinity, and not the practices of men, is described as the 

problem in which masculinity becomes disembodied from men. 

Furthermore, McCarry states that much emphasis is placed on for example unemployment 

and other explanatory factors in regards to men’s violence against women when research 

should focus more attention on the gender dynamics between victim and perpetrator. McCarry 

is critical of how masculinity is presented and the work that is carried out under the studies of 

men and masculinities. McCarry states that much of the work that has been done on 

masculinities is not adequate and does not systematically deal with men’s violence. Some 

work, McCarry writes, also appears to legitimize men’s violence rather than critiquing it:  

 A further limitation which is largely implicit in the masculinities literature is the 
way in which ‘masculinity’ becomes reified into an autonomous ‘thing-in-itself’. 
This disembodying and hypostatisation is of significance because it facilitates a 
theoretical and physical separation of ‘men’ from ‘masculinity’ and both men and 
masculinity from actions that men ‘do’. For work on male violence this is 
exceptionally problematic because if we attribute causal power onto ‘masculinity’ 
we can locate the blame for male violence onto ’masculinity’ and away from men 
who perpetrate it.  17

With the basis of the critique of masculinity as the perpetrator of men’s violence against 

women described by McCarry , I now turn my focus to research conducted in Sweden.  18

Pringle, Balkmar & Iovanni  found that in Swedish policy there is a tendency to stride 19
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towards explanations that focus heavily on normative masculinity which can be problematic if 

the male perpetrator appears excused by the influence of normative masculinity on his violent 

behavior. The authors also found however that Sweden has incorporated several critical 

elements to law, for example the Swedish penal code which includes legislation on ”gross 

violation of a woman’s integrity”.  

In this thesis, the legal concept of gross violation of a woman’s integrity is of importance and 

will be briefly explained. Gross violation of a woman’s integrity was introduced into Swedish 

penal code in 1998 and has been described as unique because it entails that several individual 

acts against a woman, which are punishable in the penal code, can together amount to a severe 

crime.  The act focuses on repeated actions towards a woman that either constitute criminal 20

acts in regards to the woman’s freedom, physical violence against a woman or sexual crimes 

against a woman which a man has a close relationship with. How many times a crime needs 

to be committed against the woman depends on individual circumstances and the seriousness 

of the crimes. The more severe an act is, the fewer times it needs to be repeated and for a 

crime to be considered repeated it needs to have occurred at least twice.   21

Past research on similar topics, as the ones presented in this thesis, have been conducted in 

Sweden, such as discourse analysis of men’s violence , discourse analysis on the courts 22

reasoning , the prevalence of men’s violence against women  and gross violation of a 23 24

woman’s integrity.  Gross violation of a woman’s integrity was studied by Andersson  with 25 26

the purpose of examining when and under which circumstances a person would be convicted 

of gross violation of a woman’s integrity, thus focusing on how the law is constructed, 

interpreted and applied in such cases. 
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Discourse analysis of court cases concerning rape and sentencing has previously been studied 

by Andersson.  Andersson found that the female victim in many ways was created by the 27

discourse of the reasoning and sentencing and that much focus was placed on the victim’s 

actions more so than the perpetrator’s actions. Andersson found that there are clear norms 

established and determined for how the victim is supposed to act and that the court in many 

cases placed the responsibility to act, or to prevent the rape, on the victim. Andersson also 

found that the court used both notions about the victim being passive or active in their 

resistance and that attention was at times heavily focused upon the victims’s actions of 

resistance. 

Lundgren, Heimer, Westerstrand & Kalliokoski  carried out a large scale study on men’s 28

violence against women in Sweden by asking thousands of women to answer a survey 

regarding their experiences of violence. The results showed that 46 percent of women had 

been victims of some type of violence by a man after their fifteenth birthday. 56 percent of 

women said that they had at some occasion been sexually harassed. The authors expressed 

criticism toward the excuses that have historically surrounded men’s violence against women 

and state that the lack of research based knowledge about men’s violence against women has 

led to a lack of insight into the causes of men’s violence against women. Ignorance has led to 

men’s violence against women being viewed as a marginal problem and not as the major issue 

it is. The authors state that the view of the violent men as being odd, unusual and coming 

from socially neglected or vulnerable environments has almost been historically presented as 

a “discursive truth”. Lundgren et al.  describe the excusing discourses of male perpetrators 29

further in stating that the man’s behavior is often described in regards to pathology, for 

example a lack of impulse control or individually psychological circumstances such as illness 

or sexual deviance. Other such explanations involve a focus on factors such as social 

inheritance or an unhappy childhood. Thus, explanations for men’s violence are believed to 

stem from his personality and not from gender power differences or misogyny. Violence is 

thereby discursively presented as odd, unusual and as performed and carried out by unusual 

men instead of ordinary men. The authors also state that the women who are victims of this 

violence are in some ways also viewed as unusual or provoking. 
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Men's verbal accounts of violence have also been previously studied in a Swedish context. 

Gottzén  studied verbal accounts of men who used violence against their partners and 30

focused on how the men’s discourse concerning shame was articulated. Gottzén found that the 

men often argued for feelings of shame that revolved around the fact that violent men are 

considered deviant in their masculinity and that masculinity norms hold that men do not use 

violence against women because of the difference in physical strength. Gottzén also found, 

however, that men’s violence was discursively made more acceptable if the violence was 

considered less severe or if the violent act happened once instead of repeatedly. Gottzén 

further found that the men in the study used narrative strategies in order to contextualize the 

violence such as telling others about psychological issues the man or the woman suffered, the 

woman’s mood or temper, situations regarded as crises, or instances of separation. When the 

violence was explained as simply one element of many in the verbal narrative the violence 

was considered less severe and meaningful.  

Further studies on men’s narratives of violence were carried out by Edin & Nilsson.  The 31

authors found that the violent men often referred to times in which the relationship had 

changed in which the women turned ”nasty”, became ”bossy”, made the man jealous, tried to 

control decisions and provoked the man. Many of the men did not deny the violence but  

instead presented it as occurring during difficult times in their relationship. The authors 

described such narratives as the men’s indirect explanations of the violence. The authors also 

found that one explanation for the aggression was the normalcy for the man to use abusive 

language and make threats, this was not uncommonly described by the men as part of their 

cultural backgrounds. The authors also found that the men ascribed themselves victim status, 

for example when describing being ”hen-pecked” by the woman. Such victim status served a 

purpose for the men as it could be used as a rhetorical mode to explain their unacceptable 

behavior. A victim thus have the right to defend themselves, and by presenting themselves as 

victims the men could save face.  32

Burman  studied the agency and responsibility of the male perpetrator of intimate partner 33

violence and found that there is a tendency to partly blame women for the violence committed 
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upon them, and especially so in cases where women have fought back or been assumed to 

provoke the man into using violence. Violent men’s culpability in regards to violence against 

women in the Swedish legal system has also been raised by Burman.  Burman has 34

questioned the blameworthiness of the male perpetrator of violence against women and has 

stated that Swedish criminal law, in the case of provocation, deals with subjectiveness and 

culpability in a way that suggests that provocation is understood in relation to the individual 

male perpetrator’s perspective. Burman argues that criminal legal culpability reflects the 

relationships between gender, power, and violence.  

What is clearly demonstrated in other research by Burman  is that discussions, policies and 35

laws concerning men’s violence against women continue to be implemented and developed 

through certain discourses concerning men’s violence against women and who perpetrates 

violence and why. As Burman demonstrated, women’s agency, instead of men’s agency, are at 

times used as an excuse for why men commit violent acts towards women. When the male 

perpetrators excuse their violence blameworthiness is placed elsewhere. 

In returning to an international perspective, men’s excuses for violence has been extensively 

studied by Hearn.  Hearn found that explanations for men’s violence can be constructed for 36

different reasons and in different contexts, for example by judges, lawyers, victims or by 

individual men who have been violent. Theories and explanation for violence are vital to 

examine because they inform the work of policies, interventions and the views of those 

involved. This highlights the importance of examining men’s excuses and explanations to 

violence and the discussion of the influence of masculinity, both on a societal and on an 

individual level.  

Hearn  states that when men explain why they have used violence they often both explain the 37

violence and also construct a rationale for why the violence occurred. The explanations often 

vary and draw on several modes of accounting for the violence within the same interview or 

statement. The form of how the violence occurred includes excuses or justifications while the 

content includes for example the behavior of the woman or other people and the use of 
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alcohol. Hearn divides men’s accounts of violence into several categories: repudiations, 

which includes discourse of denial stating that the man was not responsible for the violence 

he committed; quasi-repudiations, in which the man recognizes some of the violence; excuses 

and justifications, in which the man recognizes some of the violence but denies responsibility 

or blame; and confessions, which includes recognition, acceptance of blame and 

responsibility. 

Men’s verbal accounts are important to study as they can inform the researcher of dominant 

forms of discourse in regards to normative masculinity. Hearn highlights this and states that 

men’s explanations are a form of ”social talk” which takes place within the context of men’s 

power. Thus, men construct both how men and women are, which is grounded in dominant 

constructions of masculinity and femininity - in what Hearn calls doing masculinity. Hearn 

states that: ”Developing an analysis of men necessitates detailed attention to describing and 

analyzing these taken-for-granted ways of doing and being. This is necessary and important 

in order to stop men’s violence to women and contribute to social, political and personal 

change”.   38

Violence is a reference point for the production of boys and men and for that reason opposing 

violence is a key political priority for men. How men talk about violence is not just a manner 

of the man describing the violence but also a manner of creating social reality, for both 

women and men, according to Hearn.  Similarly, explanations of violence, by professionals 39

or others, can not only be used to explain responsibility or choice, but also to deny it. It is 

important, Hearn  states, to distinguish between explanations and causes and make sure that 40

an explanation does not infer that a man is determined by forces that alleviates responsibility. 

This is also the concern of McCarry , that masculinity is viewed as such a force and that men 41

are presented as victims of masculinity. Hearn  also stresses the importance of terminology 42

when discussing men’s violence against women and men’s individual responsibility. Specific 

use of language is highly important for how violence is spoken about. For example, spousal 
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violence, marital violence, family violence or conjugal violence conjures up images of 

violence in the family instead of men’s violence against women.  

Mullaney  too focused on men’s verbal accounts of violence in connection to masculinity 43

and found that men used creative verbal strategies to account for ways to explain the violence 

by addressing how their masculinity had been taken from them by their partner, thus placing 

the blame elsewhere. Normative masculinity, Mullaney writes, enables men to avail of certain 

explanations. Mullaney thus state that violence occurs in gendered contexts and that men’s 

beliefs about gender and masculinity influence the excuses given in regards to their violence. 

Excuses provided by the men were for example related to monetary issues in which the notion 

of the man as the provider justified violence. Other examples related to the right of the man to 

run the household or the role of the man as the protector. 

Mullaney state that:

 Men who justify their violence are able to present it only as a positive (or at least 
not entirely negative) force because it is a means of restoring the rights and 
privileges to which they feel entitled. Feeling totally emasculated by their 
partners, the criminal justice system, and the agencies to which they have been 
assigned, men attempt to reclaim specific facets of hegemonic masculinity by 
focusing on the unjust ways others denied it to them. Much of their talk hones in 
on their partners’ failure to respect the duties they perform for them as men. 
Specifically, men feel justified in their violence because they are doing the things 
they are called to do as men only to find that their partners respond with nothing 
but ingratitude.   44

How men’s responsibility for their violence is discussed and verbalized is of critical 

importance to how victims are treated and viewed. Despite good intentions, governmental 

actions that strive to be gender equal can in fact help to infer blame on the victim and excuse 

the perpetrator. That is why a critical legal perspective and feminist and gender perspective on 

law is so important. Discourse analysis on courts cases in regards to rape  and convictions of 45

gross violation of a woman’s integrity  have previously been carried out, but discourse 46

analysis on materials produced by governmental agreements together with cases of gross 
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violation of a woman’s integrity, which is the focus of this thesis, has to my knowledge not 

previously been done in a Swedish context. The aim of this thesis is to carry out that research 

and contribute to the existing literature.  

2. Theoretical background and methodological starting 
point 

The theoretical points of departure of this thesis draw from focus on critical legal studies 

(CLS), gender and feminist research and critical masculinity studies.  

Critical legal studies 

CLS has been described as presenting a major critique of traditional law and economic 

scholarship. CLS has been heavily influenced by radical legal realism and holds as its basis 

critique of how the traditional studies of law and economics have tended to looked past the 

politics of power while thereby justifying a legal discourse which further ignored the politics 

of power. CLS advocates for example state that legal interpretations of legal texts privileged 

certain meanings over others.  CLS has a clear feminist aim with a focus on power 47

differences, biases against marginalized groups and the belief that power is socially 

constructed. CLS employs social theories but does not develop theories of its own. CLS can 

however effectively demonstrate for example gaps between the intention of legislatures and 

how law is interpreted and enforced.  48

Three typical features of original CLS is that it was situated within legal science, secondly 

that its aim was to challenge injustice in legal doctrine and thirdly that it adopted an 

interdisciplinary approach, drawing on for example literary criticism, linguistics and politics. 

The nature of CLS is to view law as problematic because law reproduces the oppressive 

nature of society.  In CLS a common approach is that law is politics , in similarity to 49 50

feminism in which it early on was stated that the personal is political. 
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CLS has been described as a richly diverse set of perspectives and opinions and CLS has 

received critique upon this fact. CLS has been critiqued for not providing methods for studies 

as well as not advocating a common method or approach in regards to legal scholarship, and 

the intellectual component of CLS has been described as difficult to characterize.  Russell  51 52

reiterates the idea CLS has repeatedly been viewed as not having a distinct methodological 

approach. Instead the central focus of CLS has been to use social theory as well as legal 

history with the purpose of analyzing law and to question the existence of rights or who is 

allowed judgement on what basis. Russell names this as ”dejustification of legal rules”, the 

reasoning about, and questioning of the nature of law, the nature of the function of law and 

the neutrality of law.  

Russell  describes the aim of CLS as attempting to transform the future legal vision through 53

CLS thinkers ideas of alternatives ways to practice and theorize law. The importance of CLS 

is to examine the relationship between legal ideas and social action and provide satisfactory 

analysis in a society that is rapidly changing. In doing so, the neutrality of decisions of judges 

is seen as influenced by moral and political choices. Neutrality is therefore not viewed as 

guaranteed within law, and instead viewed as a fallacy.  Altman  states that CLS is critical 54 55

of the power given to for example judges as being objective and so should be because judges 

will typically pick theories or ideologies based on favor of such theories or ideologies. The 

same can be claimed for the reasons to why men use violence. Men’s accounts of violence 

will surely be connected to favored assumptions about violence, gender assumptions and 

views on masculinity. 

The methodology of CLS has focused on interdisciplinary approaches, for example by 

drawing on sociology and anthropology to argue against neutrality of law and the decisions of 

judges. The social aspect of CLS is important because it helps CLS thinkers to show that what 

is viewed as a shared world view is actually basic notions about human relations and social 

relations which includes social ideas of law. For example, judgements are based on choices 
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and values of the individual, CLS scholars argue, in which judges impose values of some 

socio-economic groups through their decisions. Such assumptions are usually grounded on 

white, upper-middle-class men and legal rules are manipulated to reflect the values and 

ideologies of that specific group. In doing so, law legitimizes for example class structures, 

Russell argues.   56

Russell  further explains the methodology of CLS through stating that CLS attempts to 57

construct a methodology that depicts underlying truths about how reasoning and neutrality in 

law is based on social constructions. The main contribution of CLS is thus to delegitimize 

law. The strength of CLS is the ability to critically assess conventional legal theory and 

provide alternative jurisprudence, to expose fallacies in the legal system and allow for the use 

of a different legal philosophy. The strength and attractiveness of CLS lies in its ability to 

make a very critical and complex examination of conventional legal theory in such a way that 

it provides a real alternative to the contending schools of jurisprudence. 

CLS appears as an appropriate theory for the study in question, firstly as it holds a critical 

legal feminist perspective as a base, secondly, because of its theoretical fit with the method of 

DA in that CLS places great focus on discourse. Furthermore CLS thinkers attempt to argue 

that law is socially constructed and dependent on hegemonic views of the world in a society 

that is rapidly changing , all of which fits well with feminist and masculinity theories. Lastly, 58

a critical theoretical perspective is needed to employ DA, thus highlighting the importance of 

the relationship between theory and method.

Gender and feminist research 

Feminist theories concerning men’s violence against women have for example discussed 

men’s violence as a manner of men keeping power over individual women and over women 

on a collective level.  Notions of normative masculinity have been discussed thoroughly 59

within the studies of men and masculinities but criticism has been aimed at the purpose of 
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such discussions as noted above in the previous research section. Concepts such as gender and 

masculinity need further explanations. 

Feminist and gender theory is a broad perspective with diverse fields of study. What is at the 

core of feminist theory is that men hold power over women on a collective level and that 

social structures provide different opportunities for men and women.  

Oakley  writes that feminist research showcase the social structures of society that advantage 60

men over women and that some of the functions of feminist research is to show how the 

voices of women as an oppressed social group have not been heard. Doucet & Mauthner  61

describe the aim of feminist research as exposing the masculine bias in science. Such biases 

are according to the authors found in data collection, interpretations and analysis, as well as in 

the use of male-only samples as applicable to the population in general. Feminist theory and 

methodology has claimed that women as research objects have been compared to men as 

research objects and that research has not been value-free and neutral. Feminist studies have 

argued that objectivity in research equals male subjectivity.  Harding  states that what is 62 63

significant in feminist and gender theory is that feminist researchers, considering the 

significance of gender as socially constructed, observe behaviors that traditional researchers 

previously have not found significant.  

One example of how gender theory has been of significance is in the work of Bem who 

studied gender theory in the early 1980´s and through psychological theories concerning child 

development sought to explain how a child matched ”the template defined sex as appropriate 

by his or her culture”.  Three major theories were at the time used to explain the match 64

between template defined sex and the behavior by the child and Ben introduced a fourth 

theory, gender schema theory. Gender schema theory drew from the earlier theories and in 

short concluded that children encode and organize information, in a general manner, including 

information about the self, in accordance with definitions of femaleness and maleness to 

match themselves to these templates of appropriate behavior for one’s sex. Gender schema 
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theory furthered the discussion and existing theories by proposing that gender-schematic 

processes and processing was derived from sex-differentiated practices in the social 

community. Gender schema theory thereby opened up for the discussion that gender was 

socially constructed and learned, and that gender assimilation is neither inevitable nor 

unmodifiable.  

Butler , however, problematizes gender theory by asking if not gender as socially constructed 65

assumes a fixed essence just as gender as biologically constructed does? Butler states that 

gender as socially constructed can suggest that bodies are passive agents under social or 

cultural law and that this assumes an essence just as fixed. Nevertheless, gender theory has 

formed the basis of feminist theory and masculinity theory; that norms concerning 

masculinity and femininity create difference between women and men and that much 

behavior claimed typical for women and men is socially constructed and not biologically 

inevitable. Scholars have also used gender theory to account for cultural and social 

differences in norms concerning masculinity and femininity. Connell & Pearse  describe how 66

gender is socially and culturally constructed in daily interactions and in the expectations 

placed on individuals based on their biological sex. Sex and gender is closely connected since 

“correct” gendered behavior is identified through biological sex and whether or not a person 

is considered to belong to the categories of male or female. 

Critical masculinity studies 

Masculinities can in short be described as the values, beliefs and attitudes that are associated 

with what is considered male in a particular society , thus drawing of course from gender 67

theory. Thus, masculinities are noted as socially constructed and dependent on cultural and 

social practices and constructed in daily life. 

The concept of masculinity, or more accurately masculinities, is closely connected to 

hegemonic masculinity which is described as normative but statistically unusual. Research 

describes not only one type of masculinity but multiple masculinities which are fluid and 
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dynamic.  Masculinities are also situational, and can differ depending on context. The core 68

element of hegemonic masculinity, however, is heterosexuality in that hegemonic masculinity 

is constructed as a gender position with the important attribute of not being ”female” or 

”gay”.  Of these masculinities, hegemonic masculinity is most desirable and is embodied by 69

those men who are at the top of the hierarchy in regards to masculinity norms. Few men, 

however, are actually viewed as encompassing hegemonic masculinity. Hegemonic 

masculinity is despite this viewed as right and as desirable.  Hegemonic masculinity has: “…70

embodied the currently most honored way of being a man, it required all other men to position 

themselves in relation to it, and it ideologically legitimated the global subordination of 

women to men”.  Heterosexuality plays a significant role in normative masculinity and 71

heterosexuality is also meaningful when discussing men’s violence against women. Hearn  72

states that heterosexuality is usually founded on the eroticization of difference, as in 

difference between men and women, which includes dominance in dominant forms of 

heterosexuality. Thus, dominance in heterosexual relationships is part of the structure of 

normative masculinity and can be described as learned. Hegemonic masculinity thus 

encompasses a certain view of heterosexuality in which men dominate women.  73

The way that men act together in order to maintain and ensure characteristics of normative 

masculinity, for example dominant heterosexuality, is through male homosociality; the way 

men engage in social behaviors with other men.  Male homosociality can shortly be 74

described as same sex focused social relations.  Male homosociality have been found, by 75

West , to centre on the display of masculinity, meaning how masculine norms are carried out 76

within male groups, between for example peers. Flood  mention three ways in which men 77

reinforce and perform masculinity; through the exclusion of women, through violence 
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towards women and other men and lastly through homophobic behavior. Flood notes that 

male homosociality and bonding tends to feed sexual violence against women, again 

connecting to the dominant heterosexuality described above by Hearn. Violence against 

women (and other men, for example homosexual men) can further reinforce male bonding 

and more violence. Kimmel  notes that women can be used as “currency” in male 78

homosociality and in the practice of masculinity, which is  further determined and approved in 

male homosocial settings , showing that men’s violence against women can be learned and 79

socially expected. Jewkes et al.  remind readers to not minimize men’s individual 80

responsibility in actively occupying oppressive positions versus actively resisting them. 

Men’s choices to do so may be constrained because of their ideas and the information 

available to them but the choice is still an individual one. Jewkes et al. also state the 

importance of change in regards to hegemonic masculinity when it comes to ideals shared and 

expressed at a societal level, even stating that it is a requirement, thus showing the importance 

of both individual and societal responsibility.   81

The connection between feminist theories of gender, masculinity and CLS is what makes it, in 

my opinion, a suitable theoretical base for this thesis. Feminist theory states that gender and 

masculinity are socially constructed and CLS acts on the basis of law being socially 

constructed. Together with DA these theoretical backgrounds forms the basis of the questions 

in this thesis: How is masculinity discursively portrayed in Sweden through a focus on a 

governmental equality document, SKL materials and in cases of gross violation of a woman’s 

integrity? How is men’s responsibility for violence portrayed? Is there excuses present and 

what impact can such excuses have on the equality aim in Sweden? 

Discourse analysis 

DA is not a single approach but can be described as a series of interdisciplinary approaches 

which can be used in different types of studies to explore different social domains.  The 82

connection between social domains and DA is in the case of this thesis important as the 
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methodology and method is connected to, of course, the topic under study but also strongly 

connected to the theoretical approach which in this case is CLS. DA can be a sufficient and 

effective method to study: ”a particular way of talking about and understanding the world (or 

an aspect of the world)”.  The commonality of different types of DA is according to 83

Jorgensen & Phillips: ”that our ways of talking do not neutrally reflect the world, identities 

and social relations but, rather, play an active role in creating and changing them”.  84

DA can be especially fruitful as a method for studies in for example communication, culture 

and society. DA is also a tool for exploring how expert knowledge is conveyed and can be 

used to explore interactions between people. Discourse analysis, like CLS, is critical and is 

often employed to analyze power relations while investigating the possibilities for social 

change.  Discourse analysts often work across disciplinary boundaries  which makes the 85 86

method a suitable fit with both the theoretical approach of CLS and the questions that this 

thesis asks. It is crucial that the method at hand is not detached from its theoretical 

foundations and this is one of the reasons why DA will be employed to answer the questions 

asked in this thesis.  

Jorgensen & Phillips  outline several key elements when using DA. First, the authors state 87

that DA can be found under the umbrella of social constructionist approaches which 

demonstrates that DA can be matched with CLS and gender and masculinity theories. DA, as 

a tool, embraces several key points which are firstly the critical approach that knowledge is 

taken for granted. Secondly, DA infers that knowledge is both historically and culturally 

specific. CLS holds its basis in the fact that law should be approached from a critical 

perspective such as critical legal theory or feminist legal theory and DA infers that discursive 

practices contribute to the reproduction and the creation of unequal power relations such as 

between women and men. Furthermore, DA link social knowledge and processes together and 

the questions in this thesis are therefore assumed to be able to be answered using DA. This 

belief is further acknowledged in the basis of DA which claims that there is a link between 
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knowledge and social action, which will be explored in this thesis. Jorgensen and Phillips 

confirms this and state that:  

 Language, then is not merely a channel through which information about 
underlying mental states and behaviour or facts about the world are 
communicated. On the contrary, language is a ’machine’ that generates, and as a 
result constitutes, the social world. This also extends to the constitution of social 
identities and social relations. It means that changes in discourse are a means by 
which the social world is changed. Struggles at the discursive level take part in 
changing, as well as in reproducing, the social reality.   88

Smart’s  idea of law as an authority, with focus on legal feminism, through its specific claim 89

to truth is similar to the criticism delivered by CLS. Smart states that law as a discourse 

disqualifies other discourses or knowledges that are supposed as inferior, thus connecting 

Smart’s claim to hegemonic discourse as stated by Jorgensen & Phillips.  Smart continues 90

with this connection between law and discourse and law as having the power to disqualify 

other knowledges by providing a narrow view on a certain topic. Smart thus states that law 

reflects cultural values. Smart agues that both law, and masculinity are constituted in 

discourse, with significant overlaps between the two. That is why it is also so interesting to 

employ discourse analysis on material dealing with normative masculinity in connection to 

men’s excuses to why they use violence with their testimonies being performed in a legal 

setting. 

Smart explains the connection between law and masculinity in the following manner:  

 So law is not rational because men are rational, but law is constituted as rational 
as are men, and men as the subjects of the discourse of masculinity come to 
experience themselves as rational— hence suited to a career in law. In attempting 
to transform law, feminists are not simply challenging legal discourse but also 
naturalistic assumptions about masculinity.  91

DA can provide the method for empirical studies of relations between social and cultural 

developments and discourse  and can be used to understand the relationship between what is 92
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factual and what is normative and for assessing the relationship between social and legal 

theory. DA methods developed in cultural science and sociology are therefore fruitful for the 

analysis of legal discourses.  An exploration of the possibility of masculinity discourses as 93

excusing the perpetrator in a government equality document, in SKL material and in men’s 

verbal accounts in cases of gross violation of a woman’s integrity could be such a study. The 

claim is that practices of discourse, how for example texts are produced, created, consumed, 

received and interpreted can be viewed as an important claim to how social practices 

contribute to how the social world is constituted. The development of for example SKL 

material that discuss masculinity can be seen as such a practice of discourse, which are both 

produced and also produce knowledge and social practices.  

3. Method  

It appears fair to assume that government documents, polices, funding and spending indicate 

what is highlighted and considered important in the country. Governmental discourses on 

gender equality and men’s violence against women in Sweden is assumed to sets the tone for 

how the country at large views men’s violence against women. It thereby appears fair to 

assume that analysis of such documents can show the general aim and direction of the 

governmental goal to end men’s violence against women and that the discourses set by the 

government and SKL will be of value to how the work with men’s violence against women in 

Sweden is viewed, planned and carried out. In order to attempt to understand if men’s verbal 

accounts in cases of gross violations of a woman’s integrity is excused by focus on normative 

masculinity, Swedish cases of gross violation of a woman's integrity were analyzed. The aim 

was to understand if discourses about masculinity is present in men’s reasoning in such cases.   

The method will consist of carrying out two qualitative studies using DA. Firstly, analysis of 

three publications produced by SKL will be carried out. A study on the government equality 

document Power, goal and government- feminist politics for an equal future will be carried 

out under study one. To my knowledge, analysis of the material has not previously been done 

in this manner. Since the method consists of DA and will not actively involve participants, no 

ethical questions of data collection or anonymity should be of concern. The study will analyze 

publications that are widely available to the public in Sweden, and therefore no consent needs 
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to be gathered from participants and no particular measures need to be taken or in regards to 

data storage or anonymity. 

The second study will consist of carrying out discourse analysis on men’s verbal accounts in 

Swedish cases of gross violation of a woman’s integrity in order to explore if there is a 

prevalence of discourses concerning masculinity as an excuse for the violence of the man to 

the woman. Cases will be accessed during the years 2017, 2018 and 2019. A study on the 

reasoning of the court will accompany study two. Previous studies on court reasonings have 

been carried out in Sweden but to my knowledge, such studies have not previously been 

conducted together with a study of discourse on government and SKL material on 

masculinity. Study two will analyze case law, and utilize public records in order to gather 

data. Therefore, no consent needs to be assured in the second study. However, court cases, 

which are assigned a case number, will be coded by the author in order to protect individuals 

and to not reveal which case numbers that have been included in the research. Ethical 

consideration needs to be taken into concern of the case laws that are under study which do 

contain names of those sentenced. In order to not reveal such information, case numbers will 

not be included in the results. 

Not having active participants in a study does not, however, mean that ethical considerations 

are not an important part of the overall study. In order to carry out good research, involving 

active participants or not, it is important to be familiar with the scientific literature that acts as 

the basis for the study. In order to chose a method that is suitable, previous knowledge is 

essential. Attempting to chose the best method for your research, as well as discussing for, 

and arguing for why that method is best suited, can also constitute good science.  CODEX  94 95

emphasizes the importance of following national and local norms, rules, and directions. 

Research ethics will therefore be of importance in regards to the analysis and findings. 

Research ethics can be seen in interpretation and analysis as well in regards to for example 

suggestions for the future or the language used to argue for one’s data. 

The limitations of the method at hand is that focus is placed on a government equality 

document and on SKL material and will therefor not provide a picture of how municipalities, 

regions or organizations in Sweden work with, men’s violence against women and gender 
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equality. It cannot be stated with certainty that the material produced by SKL does have an 

actual impact on how municipalities and regions work with violent men or with normative 

masculinity. The study of men’s verbal accounts in cases of gross violation of a woman’s 

integrity involve a fairly small sample size within the years of 2017, 2018 and 2019. The 

study therefore provides a snapshot of all cases that have come in contact with the Swedish 

law system in which a man has used violence against a woman. 

Study one - discourse in SKL material 

The material by SKL is available in printed and digital versions, both in Swedish and in 

English. For the purpose of this study the digital material was downloaded from the website 

of SKL. The choice was made to discursively analyze the Swedish versions of the texts and 

not the English versions since the focus is on normative masculinity in a Swedish setting. The 

choice to do so was based on keeping the nuances of the Swedish language that in some cases 

can be lost when texts are translated as well as having both studies in this thesis carried out in 

the same language, again with the importance of the nuances of a language in mind. The 

analyzed material was written in Swedish and relevant quotes were taken from the English 

version in order to keep the translations that were produced and published by SKL. The 

material analyzed in study one included Changing violent men: Improving the quality of 

batterer interventions (Förändringsarbete med våldsutövande män: strategier för 

kvalitetsutveckling ), Masculinity and gender equality: an introduction to transforming male 96

norms (Maskulinitet och jämställdhet: en introduktion till att förändra mansnormer ) and 97

Masculinity and mental health: strategies for improving health and social care (Maskulinitet 

och psykisk hälsa: strategier för förbättringsarbete i vård och omsorg ). 98

In order to understand how masculinity was presented and what perspective in regards to 

masculinity that dominated, the texts were searched for hegemonic language, that perspective 

which holds dominance over other perspectives in regards to the discourse of texts as 

previously described by Jorgensen and Phillips.  The authors describe hegemony as 99

discursive portrayal of one perspective over another perspective. Hegemony does not infer 
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that one perspective is necessarily better or more right than other perspectives but that 

hegemony includes the struggle or manner of creating hegemony of one’s own language and 

discourse, to create a meaning that dominates. Hegemony can thereby be described as 

dominance of one perspective over other perspectives in that hegemonic discourse 

overpowers other discourses by putting forwards its own elements or arguments.  100

To search for hegemonic discourse in regards to how masculinity was portrayed and 

presented, each material was first read with the purpose of getting an overview of the material 

and possible emerging patterns. Each material was then reread and sections that discussed and 

referred to normative masculinity were highlighted. The sections were then color coded in an 

attempt to sort out how men’s individual responsibility was discussed in the discourses on 

normative masculinity. The information was then compiled into the categories presented 

below in the result section. Of course, not all examples or references to normative masculinity 

fell smoothly under one category and sections of the text could include several categories.  

Study one - discourse in a government equality document  

In order to understand how masculinity was presented and how men’s individual 

responsibility in connection to normative masculinity was discussed, the text was searched for 

hegemonic language. This part of study one included discourse analysis of the parts of the 

document that discussed men’s violence against women. Relevant parts of the text were 

searched for hegemonic language concerning men’s violence against women and relevant 

quotes were taken from the text. The text was available in Swedish and all quotes were 

translated to English by the author. 

Study two - discourse in men’s verbal accounts of violence 

Study two, men’s verbal accounts in cases of gross violation of a woman’s integrity, were 

carried out through an online search of the database Zeteo which was accessed through Umeå 

University library and its online search catalogue. The access required an account and 

password. The search was limited to gross violation of a woman’s integrity for the years 2017, 

2018 and 2019 with cases passing through the Swedish Court of Appeal. The search was 
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carried out in the whole of Sweden in order to focus on the possibilities of normative 

masculinity as a possible excuse for men’s violence against women. The search resulted in too 

many cases to be analyzed within the time scope of this thesis and 16 cases, all containing the 

wording gross violation of a woman’s integrity, were chosen for analysis. In a few of the cases 

cases the final sentencing was not for gross violation of a woman’s integrity but were changed 

to aggravated assault. Such cases were still included in the study. Reasoning and judgement 

by previous courts were not accessed, instead focus was placed on the reasoning of the Court 

of Appeal.   

In order to carry out discourse analysis of the cases, each case was throughly read through and 

notes were taken in connection to those circumstances which highlighted normative 

masculinity or reasoning connected to assumptions and beliefs about the role of men and the 

role of women and excuses for why the violence had occurred. Special consideration was 

placed on the testimonies of the men and quotes were translated to English by the author. The 

search of the database Zeteo for cases of gross violation of a woman’s integrity resulted in 16 

cases, some in which other crimes too were included. These crimes were not analyzed as part 

of the study. The 16 analyzed cases were judged as a large enough sample as the current study 

is a qualitative study. After analysis of the 16 cases the sample appeared saturated. Several 

categories of answers reappeared and no new information appeared. The list of accessed court 

cases were kept on a password protected computer which is the sole property of the author. 

Study two - discourse of the court’s reasoning 

In order to understand if normative masculinity was presented as a possible excuse in the 

court’s reasoning in the cases of gross violation of a woman’s integrity, the court’s reasoning 

was searched for such clues. The study included discourse analysis of the parts of the cases 

that discussed the court’s reasoning. Relevant parts of the text were searched for the 

possibility of normative masculinity as potentially affecting the court’s reasoning and relevant 

quotes were taken from the text. The reasonings were done in Swedish and all quotes were 

translated to English by the author. 
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4. Results   

Study one - discourse in SKL material 

The material Changing violent men: Improving the quality of batterer interventions  is 101

according to SKL aimed at men who have been, or are, violent against women whom they 

have, or have had, a relationship with. With the material SKL aim to present an understanding 

of what is necessary to create sustainable and qualitative change. What I have referred to as 

normative masculinity, stated in this text as traditional masculinity, is discussed in depth in the 

material. The focus on normative masculinity is well researched and does make the claim that 

masculinity norms enhances gender power with men holding power over women, and that 

men are expected to be violent and to use violence for the purpose of controlling women.   

Changing violent men: Improving the quality of batterer interventions 

In regards to the discourse on masculinity and whether or not masculinity norms are presented 

as an excuse for why men use violence, several categories did emerge from the analysis and 

these were called ”women too”, ”not all men” and ”masculinity as a societal problem”. Early 

on in the text, and throughout the material, it is highlighted that men are overrepresented in 

regards to committing violence. However, repeatedly in the text, in immediate connection to 

men’s violence being discussed, it is added that women too can be violent.  This reiteration 102

of the existence of women’s violence against men is of course true but appears unnecessary in 

a material that is aimed at work with men who commit or have committed violent acts. This 

finding was surprising, both as it does not appear to belong in the text and also because it 

diminishes the importance of discussing men’s violence against women. The category of ”not 

all men” did not appear as frequent as ”women too” but was also found several times in the 

text. Again, such statements appear unnecessary since the aim of the material is work with 

men who are or have been violent.  
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Examples can bee seen in the text: 

Even though men are over-represented amongst persons using violence, it is 

important to bear in mind that the majority of men do not engage in acts of 

violence. Intimate partner violence is largely, but not exclusively, committed by 

men against women, although there are deviations from this gender pattern.   103

 
Even though men are overrepresented as batterers, the majority of men do not 

engage in violence.   104

Men are very much over-represented as perpetrators of violence, regardless of 

whether the violence they commit is against women, other men or themselves. At 

the same time, men do not engage in violence randomly or constantly, and the 

majority of men do not engage in violence.  105

Intimate partner violence is mostly, but not exclusively, committed by men against 

women. There are also cases of men being the subject of violence by female 

intimate partners, and in LGBTQ relationships. Both women and men use 

psychological violence.  106

In regards to men’s responsibility for their violence against women, there appears to be a lack 

of discussion. Traditional masculinity norms are discussed as a risk factor for men’s violence 

against women but masculinity norms are exclusively discussed on a societal level and very 

little is mentioned in regards to how individual men adhere to or resist masculinity norms and 

how men are responsible for violence despite societal expectations on men to be violent. It is 

mentioned that men who commit violence may need psychological treatment but cannot be 

considered ill which can be viewed as a confirmation that violence is the responsibility of the 

individual perpetrator.  It is also mentioned that some boys and men resist masculinity 107
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norms and are often punished for doing so.  The focus, however, on masculinity from a 108

societal perspective does not account for men’s individual responsibility to not use violence. 

Men are instead presented as victims of masculinity. In regards to men’s responsibility for 

committing violence, it is only thoroughly discussed in the chapter that discusses treatment. 

Here it is stated that successful treatment depends on men taking responsibility for the 

violence they commit.   109

The wording in the quote above where it is stated that men do not randomly engage in 

violence appears odd and as a very definite excuse for the men who use violence against 

women. In my opinion, all violence against women appears random, and especially so in a 

society in which it is stated from a governmental perspective, that men’s violence against 

women in unacceptable and must end. By stating that men do not randomly engage in 

violence it is inferred that either men are not responsible for the violence that they commit or 

that there are viable excuses for why men use violence against women. The same can be 

argued for the use of the word constantly, that men do not constantly engage in violence. 

Especially in consideration of the penal code and the entry of gross violation of a woman’s 

integrity which holds the purpose of assuring that men can be tried for repeated violence that 

occurs over time, even if this violence is not constant. It appears as an obvious excuse to 

claim that men do not randomly or constantly use violence and the purpose of such claims 

appear nonsensical.  

Masculinity and gender equality: an introduction to transforming male norms   

The material Masculinity and gender equality: an introduction to transforming male norms  110

is quite a bit shorter that the previous mentioned material and has the same aim but with a 

focus on gender equality. The material is produced with the aim of describing possible 

strategies on how to develop the work with gender equality through a focus on inequality and 

masculinity norms.  

The material reiterates much of the previous material and its standpoint on normative 

masculinity. The information discussing masculinity norms is well presented and is critical of 
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masculinity norms. However, as in the previous text, there is no true discussion on men’s 

individual responsibility for using violence. Instead, men’s violence is presented as a societal 

issue that is the responsibility of society and not of individual men. Instead of stating that men 

are vital in equality work it is stated that equality work must also involve boys and men, thus 

in many ways placing men outside of gender equality and in need of being included, thus 

men’s involvement becomes someone else responsibility: 

The quest for gender equality is founded on women’s battle for equal rights and 

opportunities. However, gender equality work must necessarily also involve boys 

and men, and challenge the notions of masculinity that are a barrier to equality.  111

In the text it is explained that men’s vulnerability to factors connected to normative 

masculinity is in many ways disguised by the privileges that men have over women on a 

collective level. Masculinity norms both contribute to men’s dominance over women but also 

men’s vulnerability and exposure to for example violence from other men. Men who do not 

adhere to normative masculinity are often punished and men who do adhere to normative 

masculinity are often rewarded.  The text does include gender power and an intersectional 112

perspective, however men’s collective responsibility appears, in the text, to be replaced by 

men’s collective vulnerability in regards to masculinity norms. Men’s individual 

responsibilities are not thoroughly discussed but rather mentioned in connection to societal 

expectations: 

The attitudes of men and boys, as well as the expectations of the outside world 

about what they should be like, can also impede the achievement of goals within 

organisations at the municipal regional level.  113

The discursive patterns found in this material can almost exclusively be found under the 

category of ”masculinity as a societal problem”.  
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Masculinity and mental health: strategies for improving health and social care  

The material Masculinity and mental health: strategies for improving health and social 

care  hold the same aim as the two previous materials; to enhance gender equality through a 114

focus on masculinity norms, in this case in regards to psychological health. Discourse analysis 

of the material shows that men’s responsibility for their psychological and physical health is 

more articulated than in the two previously mentioned texts. The category of ”men’s 

individual responsibility” is visible throughout the text, here in the statement: 

Making it clear to the man that he is responsible will also make it clear that he 

needs to act.  115

However, there is some disparity in the text in regards to individual responsibility when it 

comes to normative masculinity. It is for example stated that normative masculinity 

contributes to men’s inability to seek help for psychological health issues. In the text, 

however, it is also stated that men are not allowed to seek help due to normative masculinity 

and that normative masculinity makes men less able to seek help.  There are differences in 116

how this responsibility is discursively portrayed. When stating that men are not allowed, or 

that normative masculinity makes men do certain things, men’s individual responsibility is 

diminished, which can be interpreted as excusing men’s actions. It would be less excusing and 

more in line with individual responsibility to state that normative masculinity contributes to, 

limits, or influences men’s bad habits in regarding to seeking help. Such use of language 

informs about the pressure to adhere to societal norms but does not excuse men’s individual 

behavior or diminish men’s responsibility.  

As in the previous text, it is mentioned that boys and men must also be involved in working 

for gender equality and against normative masculinity. There are however some differences in 

regards to what is portrayed as men’s and women’s responsibilities. In the text it is stated that:  
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As a group women have gained ground and abandoned traditional gender 

patterns in several areas, not least in the job market.  117

It is to be noted that women are presented as responsible for the positive gender equality 

changes that have occurred with a focus on women. Men on the other hand, do not appear as 

responsible for changing negative stereotypes and normative masculinity as women are in 

regards to negative normative femininity or stereotypes concerning what women are expected 

to do.  Such discursive statements fall under the category of ”masculinity as a societal 118

problem”. Furthermore, it appears as it it is ”easier” to use the excuse of ”women too” in 

regards to men’s violence against women. The same pattern of ”women too” was not visible 

in the text on masculinity and psychological health where it was not important to claim 

”women too”, for example in discussions on suicide, as it was in regards to violence in 

relationships. Perhaps because it was not important to state ”women too” in circumstances 

where men were victims but more so in circumstances where women were victims, showing 

that there is a hesitation to claim men as responsible for their violence against women. For 

example, it is stated that it is a well known fact that men are overrepresented in regards to 

suicide. The same can surely be said for men’s violence, however, in the text on men’s 

violence women’s violence was repeatedly argued for.   119

Study one - discourse in a government equality document 

Discourse analysis of the governmental material Power, goal and government- feminist 

politics for an equal future (Makt, mål och myndighet- feministisk politik för en jämställd 

framtid)  showed similarities to the material produced by SKL, which is described above. It 120

appears fair to say that the material produced by SKL has drawn heavily from the 

governmental document. The governmental document does highlight the fact that men are 

heavily overrepresented as offenders when it comes to all types of violence, both against 

women and against other men, and this is clearly stated as a major societal and individual 

issue. There are however some concerns in the discourse of men’s violence against women 

and this concerns is reiterated in the material produced by SKL. Similar patterns, stating that 
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”not all men”, ”women too” and ”masculinity as a societal issue” appear in both materials. 

For example, it is stated in the governmental document that:  

The pattern of men as perpetrators of violence is prominent. Most men do not use 

violence, but among violent offenders men are the absolute majority.    121

It is further stated, in more than one place in the document, that not all men are violent and 

that women also use violence. These categories, as well as the category of masculinity as a 

societal problem are intertwined and mentioned together in the text. It is for example stated 

that:  

Most men do not use violence, but men’s violence against women is widespread 

and the work against men’s violence ought to involve or engage all men.   122

This  belief  that  men only  ought  to  be  involved in  equality  work,  and not  hold  the  final 

responsibility, when men are the great majority of perpetrators, is perplexing. Why is it that 

men as responsible actors should appear only on the sidelines in regards to responsibility of 

violence that is so largely committed by men against women? In discussions about men and 

their use of violence an investigation into the issue was done. In the document it is stated that 

the investigation showed that: 

…men need to take increased responsibility for equality and that equality politics 

need to focus more on, and include, questions about men and masculinity.  123

The demand on men to  take responsibility  for  equality  work and men’s  violence against 

women appears in general weak in the governmental document and the material produced by 

SKL. In the document it is also stated that: 

The government established already on the 1960’s that it is necessary to involve 

men in Swedish equality work and this has since been reiterated.  124
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Further examples concerning the need for men to take greater responsibility, without actually 

appearing to put any true responsibility on men to do so, is found in the document where is it 

stated that there is need for men to take greater and more constructive responsibility to engage 

with for example masculinity norms. How this should be done is not however clearly stated. 

Instead it  is  also stated that  women too use violence and that  both men and women are 

responsible  for  upholding  negative  norms  concerning  masculinity.  Masculinity  norms  are 

stated as one risk factor to why men use violence, other such factors are in the document 

described  as  psychological  health  issues  and  addiction.  Psychological violence is not 125

directly mentioned in the document which makes the SKL claim  that both men and women 126

use psychological violence even more so questionable, especially since no sources are used to 

confirm such a claim. This instead points to preconceptions of women and men and how they 

act in relationships as well as the violence that they use. 

Study two - discourse in men’s verbal accounts of violence 

The cases on gross violation of a woman’s integrity included some information that was not in 

detail included in the study, such as the testimonies of witnesses. Such information was 

accessed and read through but the focus of the study was the verbal accounts of the men who 

used violence.   

In some instances the testimonies given by the man and the woman differed. The differences 

were largely connected to whether or not the violence had occurred or the extent of the 

violence. The Appeals Court at large described the women’s testimonies as appearing truthful, 

for example because the women admitted to having issues with alcohol or drug abuse or 

because the women explained that some injuries were not inflicted by the man or that the 

women described that they loved the man and that they too argued with the man. The 

testimonies were thereby viewed as not being over exaggerated.  

The results of the study will be presented in categories and cases will be presented together 

with examples from individual cases, in order to discuss discursive patterns that were 

revealed. The categories of excuses found were ”denial of the violence”, either by claiming 

that the woman was not truthful or that the man could not remember the violence, that ”the 
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violence was not intended or not that severe”, that the man ”acted in self-defense” and finally 

that ”the violence had a purpose”. The accounts of violence the women experienced were 

over a period of time, thus reoccurring, and often included very severe violence which was 

supported by testimonies, photographs or medical statements and documentation.  

It needs to be noted that individual men did not only excuse the violence using one category 

of excuses for why the violence occurred. Often many different excuses, from different 

categories, were used to describe how and why the violence took place. For the purpose of 

discursively analyzing the testimonies and finding patterns the results were presented in 

categories. 

Denial of the violence 

A relatively common excuse was that the violence had not occurred at all.  Either the 127

violence was described as self-inflicted with the man stating that the woman occasionally self 

harmed and that her injuries were the result of such self harm , even severe injuries judged 128

by medical professionals as unlikely to have been inflicted by the woman herself. In some 

instances the women admitted to some self harming behavior but most often they did not and 

witnesses and people close to the woman often had not observed self-harming behavior.  129

Other explanations for why the woman lied about being violently harmed was that she wanted 

money, often in ways which the man could not account for or explain.  Other excuses for 130

why the woman lied was that she wanted to stay in the country , or for the purpose of 131

receiving custody of children.  The men, on those occasions, argued that they were falsely 132

accused. In the cases that this was stated the men had no support for how the woman would 

be able to make money from falsely accusing the man or how that would lead to the woman 

being able to stay in the country or how she would gain custody of children, thus the 

reasoning behind such claims could not be supported or explained by the man.  
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One man, who was violent, controlling and aggressive towards the woman and a child 

reported to the court: ”…Probably she had in mind that she would say that he hit her so that 

she could gain a residence permit. She had said in 2017 that she would sacrifice him to gain 

the permit. What she claims happened never did”.   133

Another man, who denied ever being violent explained the violence against one of the 

children as: ”He had grabbed (name of child) by the ear on two occasions. He grabbed and 

held on. It cannot have been painful. It was in situations when there was a lot going on and he 

allowed himself to get provoked”.  134

Despite violence against the woman being witnessed and documented by others the same man 

claimed that: ”He has not done anything of what she claims and he finds the accusations 

horrible”.  135

A third man, accused of repeated severe violence claimed that: ”…he does not know of the 

violence she claimed happened and that he never kicked (woman’s name) between the legs or  

tried to suffocate her with a pillow”.  136

In regards to not remembering the violence at all or not remembering the violence the way 

that it occurred, drugs and alcohol abuse were sometimes described as the reason , but not 137

always so. However, in some instances not remembering was simply the excuse, even so 

without being under the influence of drugs or alcohol. Often the man could not account for 

what happened and did not have any alternative explanations, but still argued that he had not 

been violent.  138

In cases in which the man argued that he had not been violent to the woman, or the family if 

children were involved, the opposite was instead claimed as the family were described as well 
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taken care of.  One man claimed that: ”Everyone in the family has cell phones and iPads, 139

they even had a laptop. He had given them everything they needed”.  140

Some severe violence was adamantly denied but at the same time also admitted too, 

demonstrating that violence was viewed as part of daily life and of no great concern. One 

man, convicted of some of the most brutal violence stated that: ”He remembers the situation 

with the text message. At first he did not understand what it said, something about oral sex. 

Then he squeezed her leg, so hard that he broke his thumb. Not much happened. He did not 

hit her head against the wall or pull her by the hair”.  141

The man goes on by saying that: ”He did not hit her head against the wall. If he did, there 

would have been a hole in the wall since it is plaster. His thumb is still broken after the event. 

He could not use his wrist”.   142

The man further states that he is the one who was mistreated in the relationship, thereby also 

claiming victim status: ”If there is someone in the relationship that has been psychologically 

mistreated it is him. But it is probably his fault, it always is. The times he has gotten mad with 

her is when she puts herself down. He did everything to lift her up and then he is accused 

when she is not feeling well. After all, he did call the police when she disappeared”.  143

The violence was not intended or not that severe  

In other instances the man claimed that the violence was not intended, or that the violence 

was an accident.  In other testimonies the man expressed that he was not violent but had a 144

loud manner that could be interpreted as aggressive or that play with children (where children 

were involved) was rough play or that incidents were minor and were either humorous or part 

of this play, even in instances where others reacted to the physical play as violent or much too 

rough.  In some instances the violence was described as minor and due to the fact that the 145
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man had so much love for the woman and reacted out of love or fear that the woman would 

be, or was, unfaithful.  Other accounts stated that the man stopped when the woman bled or 146

that he only hit her with an open fist and did not use full force when hitting her. The man 

instead argued that he had used restraint and that the violence was not so bad since it did not 

cause too much harm, even in cases where the violence did cause much harm. The definition, 

or belief, of what constituted much harm was in a majority of the cases greatly lacking. 

After grabbing his partners neck so forcefully that it left red marks after his fingers and hitting 

her head against the kitchen cabinets so severely that her forehead bled one man stated that: 

”As a reflex he grabbed around her neck with his left hand and held on for a few seconds. 

They were standing in the middle of the kitchen. She screamed and he was chocked. He let go 

and walked away. He did not grip very hard. It is possible that it caused marks”.   147

Another man stated that: ”He doe not remember if he hit her but he has a memory of giving 

her energy. It is not impossible that he slapped her twice. The only thing he remembers is 

sitting on the couch. She said that she was stupid. She was putting herself down. She could 

not receive compliments. He tried all the time to make her understand and to rise. If he hit her 

with a closed fist it would have left marks. There is no chance he did that”.   148

One man, having caused the woman he lived with bruises,  a  broken nose,  swelling,  open 

wounds and pain stated that he: ”Slapped her with an open hand, hit her with the back of his 

hand, pushed her and sprayed her with water as well as threw her off the bed. He is not 

responsible for violation of a woman’s integrity since he acted in self-defense as she attacked 

him or his property”.149

Denial of the severity of the violence was a common claim as one man demonstrated by 

stating that: ”He remembers the event well since oil from the condom got on a cross given to 

him by his parents. (The woman’s name) hid in the bathroom. He got so angry he could not 

think straight. He ripped the door open and hit her, but not with full force. When she spat 
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blood he stopped hitting her. So that the neighbors would not hear her scream he told her to 

be quiet”.   150

The same man also stated that: ”It is true that they argued over another woman. He does not 

remember all that well but he is sure that she got hurt by accident. He does not remember 

what he was doing with the knife, perhaps cutting fruit, but the edge of the knife accidentally 

touched her arm”.   151

The violence committed against the women were not only physical but also of a 

psychological and controlling nature. One man stated that: ”He did put up cameras in the 

apartment but he did not install apps on her phone. (The woman’s name) has said that she 

will frame him and is making it up”.   152

Acting in self-defense 

In some of the cases that were analyzed the men claimed self-defense , despite there being a 153

large difference in physical strength, body weight and height. Despite very minor injuries, or 

no injuries at all to the man and severe injuries to the woman, self-defense was argued for. 

Some of the men stated that the woman started the fight, either with words, pushing or for 

example slamming a door on the man or throwing things at him. The violence that occurred 

after such events was often severe in regards to the woman’s injuries. There was no apparent 

insight into the harm that a grown man can cause a woman with such differences in physical 

strength and this was not presented as an issue by the men in the cases of gross violation of a 

woman’s integrity. 

A man convicted of gross violation of a woman’s integrity, in which the judgement included  

descriptions of the violence as ”torture like” and ”perverse”  explained the violence in terms 154

of self-defense: ”When asked if he hit her while she was pregnant, his answer is that he has 

no recollection of hitting her, but if they did get into an argument it is because he defended 

�41

 Case nr. 15.150

 Case nr. 15.151

 Case nr. 7.152

 For example case nr. 3, nr. 4, nr. 11 and nr. 12.153

 Case nr. 2.154



himself. She is the one who has been violent towards him. And then he might have pushed her, 

grabbed her arms, and it has happened that he spontaneously kicked her on the leg while they 

argued”.   155

The violence had a purpose 

It was not uncommon that the violent man claimed that the violence in some way held a 

purpose. Such purposes differed between accounts but some recurring themes were that the 

violence occurred from fear that the woman was unfaithful  or promiscuous  or out of fear 156 157

that she would meet someone else, in other words to keep her from doing these things or 

punishing her from doing it. In another account it was stated that the man did not approve of 

the woman’s friends, for example that they were male or homosexual, which included that the 

woman’s friendships and behavior, even simply by association, were not acceptable to the 

man.    158

In one account especially, the man very persistently stated that the violence occurred as a 

result of his overprotectiveness of the woman, in which he prevented her from committing 

suicide or harming herself: 

”He bought her flowers for her birthday, it made her happy. Then she cut her wrists. He 

slapped her in a panic. He cannot remember how many times but perhaps ten or fifteen. He 

does not remember any more from that situation. He slapped her maybe three, five or seven 

times, he does not know. He did not call for help, they took care of it themselves. After all she 

missed the wrist”.   159

”She tried to take her own life by cutting her wrist. She sat in the bathroom with a kitchen 

knife. (Friend’s name) was sitting on the couch. (Man’s name) went after her into the 
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bathroom. She sat there and tried to cut herself. He could see that she had cut her wrist. Then 

he slapped her a few times. He saved her life”.  160

”He is not a bad person. One time when he was going to the liquor store he tied her up for 

five or eight minutes. But it did not feel right. He untied her. He bound her because he was 

afraid that she would take her own life. Every time he left the apartment he was afraid that 

she would take her own life”.  161

There was no reason however for why the man would use that extent of violence to prevent 

the woman from hurting herself. He also stated that he treated her like a princess and gave her 

everything that she wanted and needed which included emotional support. This account was 

the one in which normative masculinity was the most obviously stated as the man referred 

blatantly to masculinity and himself as the ”alpha male”.  The man’s and the woman’s 162

accounts of this normative masculinity corroborated. The man at large admitted to the violent 

acts but downplayed them as loving and caring. He also claimed that the woman had no 

respect for him as a man and that she broke him and his confidence by letting other men 

”undress her with their eyes”. Therefore, the violence had the purpose of restoring the respect 

that he deserved. He further stated that he ”lifted her up” and that it was important that she 

would ”shine” when she was with him, showing the world that she was with an ”alpha male”. 

Instead of being a princess she was sometimes ”ugly” and a ”troll” which was disrespectful to 

him.   163

The level of control and violence against the women was not only physical but also included 

threats to the woman’s family , ”infidelity checks”  and sexual abuse.  In such instances 164 165 166

love for the woman was often proclaimed and in one severe case sexual violence was 

described as part of the sexual act and as a compliment.  Further purposes of violence was 167
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to acknowledge wrongs that the woman had done, such as stealing , or an attempt to calm 168

her down.  In some cases it was stated that the woman (or the child that was with the 169

woman) calmed down after being struck.  The violence was therefore almost presented as 170

something positive in which the woman, or the child, more or less acknowledged their own 

inappropriate behavior by immediately calming down after the violence had occurred. That 

the violence was shocking or hurtful and that the woman, or the child, went quiet to protect 

themselves was not mentioned or realized by the man. 

Some examples of using violence to calm the woman down can be seen in the examples 

below: 

”When he came into the apartment (woman’s name) was squatting on the bathroom floor, 

yelling and screaming. He tried to talk to her but she was uncontrollable. With the back of his 

arm he hit her in the stomach to calm her down. She became calm and they both sat on the 

floor for a while”.  171

”(Woman’s name) was hysterical and kicked at a door and a clothes rack. To get her to calm 

down he grabbed her sweater. It could have been so hard it felt that she was choking. He 

might have put his hands around her neck, he does not remember. He struck her twice on her 

head with an open hand. He does not remember how hard he struck. She stopped screaming 

and became calm”.   172

”He took her into the bathroom and sprayed water on her so that she would calm down. He 

did not rip her clothes off. Her dress ripped when he sprayed the water on her or when she 

ended up on the floor. She was on her back for those seconds that he sprayed water on her. He 

held on to her clothes which must have ripped then. When he sprayed her with water he yelled 

at her to calm down”.173
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Study two - discourse of the court’s reasoning   

A short analysis of whether or not the concept of masculinity as an excuse for the men’s 

violence appeared in the court’s reasoning shows that there appears to be no such clear 

evidence. There is although some circumstances that will be discussed in terms of how the 

credibility of the women was presented in the cases. Above in the text it is stated that the 

women’s stories at large were deemed truthful, because of circumstances such as some of the 

women admitting to difficult circumstances in their lives, that they did not exaggerate the 

violence committed upon them , that they still loved the man despite the violence he 174

committed and that they too argued or fought back.  

However, in some instances the idea of provocation was discussed. In one of the cases, in the 

reasoning, it was stated that: ”The statements that have been put forward are excerpts from 

longer conversations, but these are long enough to portray that (name of accused) use of 

language is not of the tone ordinarily used between partners and has not been put forward in 

connection to provocation”.  The use of threats to the woman or family members were put 175

in context of potential provocation. The question then becomes if provocation by the woman 

would have lessened the view of the woman as a victim of violence and threats? That further 

begs the question of what is viewed as provocation and whether or not that affects the case.  

Similarly, in some of the cases, questions was raised over jealousy and which partner that was 

the more jealous one, as if jealousy on the woman’s part was deemed as provocation. For 

example, in the reasoning of one case it was stated that: ”She has admitted that she too was 

jealous and suspected that (name of accused) sought contact with other women. (Name of 

accused) has denied that he tried to control who (woman’s name) met or how she acted. In 

light of  what has been claimed from both sides it  appears that there was jealousy in the 

relationship  but  text  message  conversations  show  that  (name  of  accused)  was  the  more 

controlling partner and did not accept that (woman’s name) even after the separation met  

with other men”.   176
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The few times masculinity was mentioned explicitly and clearly were in terms of control from 

the man over the woman in which the court for example stated that: ”He had opinions about 

how she dressed and that she was not allowed to act ”manly” and talk back to him”  which 177

was not deemed beneficial for the man. There were also some indications that the violence 

was argued as especially severe if the woman was pregnant or if children were present in the 

home during the time the violence occurred , this fact was however not mentioned in all the 178

cases involving children. Furthermore, certain types of violence were argued as much more 

severe than other. Violence described as odd was given much attention and precedence, such 

as ”infidelity checks”, or violence that was degrading.  ”Ordinary” physical violence did not 179

appear as important in terms of judgement as the more ”strange” types of violence did.   180

It could be stated that in very few occasions the men admitted to using violence against the 

women but never to the extent that the woman claimed happened. The violence was 

downplayed in regards to the stories that the women told. The court’s reasoning rested much 

upon, however, restraint in regards to the woman’s story  and it appeared important that she, 181

despite what the man had been accused of, did not show obvious spite against him. For 

example the court on several occasions mentioned the importance of the  woman’s  story 

containing enough detail  but at the same time being restrained and in which the woman did 182

not in an apparent manner want the man sentenced. It appeared important for the woman to be 

able to describe negative things about herself , show love for the man , stand up for herself 183 184

in telling the court, but at the same time not provoke the man. In one case the court stated 

that: ”She has told her side of the story, showing restraint, and has not withheld details that 

can on her behalf be deemed as discrediting her”.  185
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5. Conclusions 

This thesis include two studies using discourse analysis. Study one analyzed the discourse of 

masculinity in three separate materials produced by SKL in 2017 and 2018. The analysis 

showed that three main categories appeared in regards to hegemonic discourse on normative 

masculinity and men’s responsibility for violence against women. These were called: “women 

too”, “not all men” and “masculinity as a societal problem”. The three categories were, 

through discourse analysis, found to best represent the discourse in the materials produced by 

SKL, in regards to normative masculinity as an excuse for men’s violence against women. 

Throughout the material, it was highlighted that men are overrepresented in regards to 

committing violence. But, every time this was stated it was added that women too are capable 

of violence, thus excusing men’s violence with the notion that violence is something that 

women too are capable of. The finding was surprising since it does not serve a purpose in a 

text that is aimed at work with men who commit violence against women and also because it 

draws attention from the issues the material seeks to discuss. 

  

As men’s violence against women, and women’s violence against men, was mentioned, a 

second category called, “not all men” also appeared, fewer times than the category of “women 

too” but enough to claim this to be of discursive significance. The last category that was 

found, in regards to possible excuses for men’s violence against women, was “masculinity as 

a societal problem” in which the individual responsibility of men who commit violence was 

replaced by a collective societal responsibility to ensure that men do not fall victims to 

masculinity. Different materials by SKL displayed different categories, for example “men’s 

individual responsibility” was more articulated in Masculinity and mental health: strategies 

for improving health and social care and discussions on men’s mental health than the other 

materials. 

The second part of study one, discourse analysis of the government equality document Power, 

goal and government- feminist politics for an equal future, displays the same patterns. Here it 

was found that women were also capable of violence and that not all men use violence. The 

issue of men’s responsibility was presented as something that men ought to take but the major 

responsibility was still presented as occurring on a societal level.  
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Study two, which employed discourse analysis to analyze men’s verbal accounts in 16 cases 

of gross violation of a woman’s integrity, found that several categories and patterns emerged 

from these accounts in regards to how masculinity was verbalized and used as a possible 

excuse for why the violence had occurred. The categories found were: ”denial of the 

violence”, by claiming that the woman was not truthful or that the man could not remember 

the violence, that ”the violence was not intended or not that severe”, that the man ”acted in 

self defense” and lastly that ”the violence had a purpose”, such as keeping the woman from 

hurting herself or calming the woman down.   

The second part of study two, discourse analysis of the court’s reasoning with the purpose of 

attempting to understand if normative masculinity was presented as an excuse for men’s 

violence against  women demands further attention. Here it was found that provocation by the 

woman was raised in some of the reasonings. The court’s reasoning also depended much upon 

the woman showing restraint in her verbal accounts of the occurring violence and not 

showing obvious spite against the man, something that would, in my opinion, be 

understandable if the women did. It,  as  stated  above,  appeared  important  in  the  court’s 

reasoning that the woman would give enough negative information about herself to show that 

she was not spiteful, that she still showed love for the man and that she admitted to some 

provoking behavior.  

  

The questions that were explored in this thesis were: How is masculinity discursively 

portrayed in Sweden through a focus on a governmental equality document, SKL materials 

and in cases of gross violation of a woman’s integrity? How is men’s responsibility for 

violence portrayed? Is there excuses present and what impact can such excuses have on the 

equality aim in Sweden? Discourse analysis of different materials was used to gain a 

sociolegal perspective and an understanding of societal discursive patterns in regards to 

masculinity as a possible excuse for men’s violence against women. 

Claims such as that masculinity makes men use violence suggest that masculinity can drive 

men to do things and that there is limited free will behind men’s actions, thereby confirming 

McCarry’s  fear that masculinity is sometimes described as the aggressor or perpetrator. It 186

was clear in the analyzed SKL material that men were ascribed victim status in regards to 

masculinity and that masculinity in fact became disembodied from men. A clear example was 
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found in the text as it was stated that men must be included in equality work, thus 

contradicting Hearn  who claimed that opposing violence should be a key political priority 187

for men, as well as stating that when attempting to explain why men use violence against 

women we must distinguish between explanations that infers that a man cannot be held 

responsible, due to certain factors or forces, and between explanations that does hold the man 

accountable. 

  

It was noted in the analysis of the SKL material that normative masculinity appears less as the 

excuse for men’s violence against women, and more as the excuse for why men are kept from 

taking individual responsibility. The conclusion of the analysis of the SKL material places 

normative masculinity not as the perpetrator but as the excuse which sits between individual 

men and their individual responsibility when using violence. 

  

As discussed by Hearn , Mullaney , Gottzén  and Edin & Nilsson , the current study 188 189 190 191

found that men used several different excuses when discussing the violence that they had 

committed against a woman. Similar categories of excuses were found to those described by 

Hearn , although in this study the categories are named and explained differently. What was 192

found, was denial that any violence had occurred (what Hearn calls repudiations), recognition 

of some of the violence but not all and recognition of some of the violence but denial of 

responsibility or blame (what Hearn calls quasi-repudiations and excuses and justifications). 

What was not found in the study, in comparison to the results cited by Hearn , as well as 193

mentioned by Gottzén , was the last category which Hearn  named confessions, which 194 195

included recognition, acceptance and blame. Some of the men recognized their violence 

against the woman and accounted for some severe violence, but there were always some type 
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of excuse that accompanied the violent act. Perhaps, with a larger sample, the category of 

confession might appear.    

The shame that was found in the study by Gottzén , which was verbalized by the men, was 196

not recognizable in the current study but the victim status that some of the men ascribed 

themselves was present. What the current study did find however, as Gottzén did, was that the 

men downplayed the violence in order to make it appear less severe and thereby more 

acceptable. As Edin & Nilsson  found, men’s aggressive manner was also explained by 197

some of the men as not violent but simply part the man’s personality. 

Many of the patterns found in the verbal accounts of how men explained their violence 

against women, as researched by Mullaney , were also found in the current study. The 198

current study performed discourse analysis of 16 cases of men’s verbal accounts in cases of 

gross violation of a woman’s integrity and found that the men provided excuses such as 

protecting the woman from harming herself, using violence because the woman stole money 

or things, using violence because the woman failed to respect the man, making him feel 

worthless, because the man was in fear of the woman being unfaithful or the man doing 

everything for the family. The verbal accounts were clearly a way for men to adhere to 

normative masculinity and to excuse the violence based on gendered norms and expectations 

of the roles of women and men. As found by Burman , women’s agency also appeared to be 199

used as an excuse for the man’s violence against the woman. For example, women’s agency 

and behavior, such as arguing with the man or going out to see friends, were many times used 

to excuse the violence and explain why the violence had occurred in the first place. The men’s 

verbal accounts often started with the woman saying or doing something that led to violence.   

  

The hegemony of discourse of the above mentioned materials as well as analysis of men’s 

verbal accounts in 16 cases of gross violation of a woman’s integrity, using the method of 

discourse analysis, revealed both what could be considered old and new information. Not all 

of the material in the texts and in the court cases were of importance to the study. Focus in 

this study was placed on discourses concerning normative masculinity with a special interest 
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in whether or not there was evidence that normative masculinity could be used as an excuse 

for men’s violence against women. Interestingly, the category named ”women too” was used 

in regards to men’s violence against women, but not in any of the other texts. It also appeared 

more common to acknowledge men’s individual responsibility in discussions concerning their 

own health, both psychological and physical. It appears as if men’s violence against women is 

a sensitive subject when it comes to men being held personally responsible, more so than in 

regards to men’s mental health issues. 

When answering the questions of how masculinity was discussed in the SKL materials and 

what type of discourse that dominated in regards to the possible excuses for men’s violence 

against women it was quite clear that there was a lack of discourse stating men’s individual 

responsibility. Men were at large presented as victims of masculinity in that normative 

masculinity keeps men from taking responsibility for their actions. It was not clear from the 

material that men should take responsibility for their actions. Instead, changing negative 

masculinity norms were seen as the responsibility of society as a whole, which included 

involvement by both women and men. The focus of the materials was on prevention of 

violence and damaging and limiting norms and the SKL material much less presented 

normative masculinity as an excuse for men’s violence against women as did men’s own 

verbal accounts of violence. 

  

Most men in the study of cases of gross violation of a woman’s integrity clearly did not state 

that they acted out of normative masculinity ideals. However their answers, and the excuses 

they gave for why they used violence against the women, corresponded to ideals and 

stereotypes of how men and women are believed to act as found in previous research by 

Hearn  and Mullaney . Interestingly, the notion, as described by Lundgren et al. , in 200 201 202

which excuses for men’s violence against women historically has centered on violent men as 

odd or unusual was indicated in the the court’s reasoning where emphasis was placed on 

violence described as odd. Such findings warrant further study but could be an indication of 

the image of the violent man as an odd character and not as an ordinary man. 
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Some of the findings in this Master thesis are concerning and excuse men’s violence against 

women. By claiming that women too commit violent acts, that not all men are violent and by 

placing responsibility on a societal level, individual men are not held accountable for their 

actions. By discussing normative masculinity as an excuse for why men are kept from taking 

responsibility means that others, perhaps mostly so women, are responsible for changing 

negative patterns and norms. The collective findings suggest that there are discursive patterns 

in Swedish discourse that excuse men’s violence against women, thus creating a discursive 

truth as discussed by Lundgren et al.  Such discursive truths appear to place men on the 203

sidelines in regards to men’s violence against women and present men as provoked into using 

violence or coerced into using violence by normative masculinity. Such discourse is in my 

opinion not compatible with the governmental aim that men’s violence against women must 

end. It also shows a hesitation and reluctance to hold men, both on an individual and 

collective level, responsible for violence against individual women and for changing 

masculinity norms that are negative and limiting. Thus, the equality discourse found in a 

Swedish equality document and SKL material puts forward a reiteration concerning men’s 

violence against women that places men outside of responsibility and change work. Can this 

truly be the gender politics that Sweden is aiming for?  

Limitations and suggestions for future studies  

In regards to limitations and suggestions for future research the sample size needs to be 

discussed. The sample size of the study of men’s verbal accounts in cases regarding gross 

violation of a woman’s integrity appeared saturated as categories formed and no new 

information appeared. There is, however, always the chance of additional information with a 

larger sample size. A sample size that include all cases of gross violation of a woman’s 

integrity, since its introduction into Swedish law, would be of interest to study. It is possible 

that additional information can be added by exploring other types of violence such as sexual 

abuse or aggravated assault and add to the findings of the current study. It would also be 

interesting to carry out a study on men using violence against other men, perhaps such a study 

will this show more open and direct discourses in regards to normative masculinity, seeing 

that men are described as expected to use violence and much more so towards other men than 

toward women. 
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The current study aimed to, among other things, analyze discourse in SKL material and in 

doing so cannot account for how the materials are used or the possible spread of the materials 

to municipalities and regions in Sweden. It is not possible to ascertain the impact that the 

material might actually have on the work that is done by municipalities and regions in 

Sweden within this Master thesis. 

Of interest for further studies on this topic is to employ an intersectional approach in regards 

to the verbal accounts of the men using violence against women. As noted above in regards to 

masculinity and hegemonic masculinity, research highlights the fact that there are several 

masculinities in any given context, not just one, even if hegemonic masculinity is the 

dominant form. It needs to be noted that not all men are dominant in regards to hegemonic 

masculinity and that there are great differences between men in regards to occupational status, 

social status, language skills, education, ethnicity, age and so on. Nuances in regards to the 

men who use violence is interesting and can provide more information on the excuses that 

men present. It also needs to be noted that different men have different opportunities and 

possibilities, for example to be included in the dominant discourse or to themselves use the 

dominant discourse and understand the dominant discourse. This study has not discussed an 

intersectional perspective in regards to the men that use violence. The study on men and 

masculinities is very careful to acknowledge the fact that there are multiple masculinities and 

that not all men are part of the dominant elite that is described within hegemonic masculinity. 

This thesis, however, treats men as a group that hold collective power over women. The 

intention of this thesis was not to do an intersectional analysis of the men who use violence 

against women, due to lack of space and not lack of interest. 

  

Suggestions for change  

In regards to suggestions for change in connection to the material published by the 

government and by SKL, the comments by Hearn  and McCarry  must be acknowledged. 204 205

Hearn  state that men are key players in regards to opposing violence and that such 206

opposition should be a key political priority for men. SKL places less emphasis on men as key 

players, thus placing men further away from equality work and responsibility to work with 
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and for equality. The materials are not convincing in their portrayal of normative masculinity 

as a product that individual men need to take responsibility for, instead the dangers of 

adhering to normative masculinity is raised on a collective and societal level. 

In the SKL material it is stated that women too use violence. In order to further excuse men’s 

violence against women it is stated that both women and men use psychological violence. The 

statement appears just as out of order as the reiterations that women too are violent and the 

purpose of why it needs to be acknowledged is questionable. Men as a group are 

overrepresented when it comes to all forms of violence, including psychological violence. 

Women’s use of psychological violence, in a text aimed at change work with violent men, 

appears as an obvious excuse on a societal level and also as an old and tired vid of women as 

nagging and as psychological violent when men in fact are overrepresented when it comes to 

the prevalence of psychological violence as well as physical violence. Are such excuses 

related to the view of women, as is also often portrayed by the men in the individual accounts, 

as picking fights, as psychologically pushing or provoking and as nagging and not wanting to 

be quiet? Reiterations of such discourse can also be used to claim that men are physically 

violent and that women are psychologically violent and portray this as obvious truths. 

  

The materials Masculinity and gender equality: an introduction to transforming male norms 

and Masculinity and mental health: strategies for improving health and social care both 

reiterate the societal responsibility in regards to men’s violence. The material that causes most 

concern is Changing violent men: Improving the quality of batterer interventions which is 

much less concerned with men’s individual responsibility than hegemonic discourse that 

repeatedly acknowledges women’s violence in a text that is aimed at work with violent men. 

The discourse that was categorized as ”women too” have no use or value other than excusing 

violent men. The same can be said for the category of language which states that ”not all 

men” are violent. In conclusion, by not placing emphasis on the responsibility of the 

individual man, but on masculinity on a societal level, it is difficult to understand how the 

analyzed material can really create change instead of reiterating gender stereotypes and 

minimize individual men’s responsibility for committing violence against women.  
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