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INTRODUCTION
The abuse of men by their female partners is a serious social problem, largely unacknowledged
by society. It has the effect of exacerbating a sense of disempowerment which many men
experience today. This study explores the nature and extent of abuse against men, how they are
affected by it, and the social structures which enable the abuse to occur. My hypotheses were that
the pain men experience as victims of female abuse is of such a magnitude that they are often
unable to bear it, and also that there is a widespread prejudice against men which works against a
just resolution in situations of heterosexual conflict.
The origins of the bias against men lie in certain philosophies within feminism, which label a
wide variety of historical and cultural developments with the single term ‘patriarchy’. This
simplistic reduction enables the proponents of these philosophies to condemn men as a whole for
the problems of civilization.
BACKGROUND TO THE STUDY
My interest in this subject arose from my experience over the past twenty years in treating male
patients with muscular problems. As I saw the pain in their faces and felt the tension in their
bodies, some of these men began to tell me of the women in their lives who were treating them in
ways which seemed to be negating of their sense of self and destructive of their ability to
function.
In my research of the literature in this field I discovered that whereas studies of male victims
investigate mainly physical abuse, those relating to the abuse of women cover physical, sexual
and psychological abuse. I felt therefore that it would be appropriate to carry out a similar wideranging enquiry with regard to men.
My initial contact was with the editor of a men’s magazine held in the State Library of New
South Wales. He provided the names of various organizations which conduct groups for men.
These fall into two categories: support groups, where men share their experiences in an
environment of trust; groups which are open to the public (including women) and are working
towards reform of the law and public policy. I forwarded to the convenors of these groups an
information sheet about my research. This was circulated to members of the support groups
either by post, email or at group meetings. I was invited to address meetings of the groups
working for reform.
Included on the sheet was an invitation for men who had experienced abuse to be participants in
the research project, and to phone me to arrange an interview. The limitations I imposed were
that the period of the abuse had been at least twelve months and that the relationship had now
ended. I did not want to include men whose sense of empowerment was such that they ended the
relationship after the first abusive episode. Also I wanted to avoid creating additional emotional
stress on men who were still living with the abuser.
Through unstructured interviews I asked the men to tell me their stories, with particular reference
to their feelings about the incidents. I interviewed fortyeight men from the eastern mainland
States, Tasmania and New Zealand. Twenty one interviews were conducted in Sydney in the
homes of participants. For those who lived at a distance I recorded the interviews on the phone.
The average duration of interview was one hour. For the protection of participants, all names and
identifying particulars have been changed.
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REFLECTIONS ON THE STUDY
In choosing the method of unstructured interview, I was seeking to enter as deeply as possible
into the world of the participants. As I had been a victim of male abuse, I felt I would be able to
empathise at a deep level with the pain and loss of self respect which an abused person
experiences. I was strongly influenced by theorists such as Maslow, who advocates an I-thou
relationship between the researcher and the subject involving a ‘mystical fusion’ in which
knowledge of the other arises through becoming the other (Rowan in Reason and Rowan (eds.)
1981 p.84). Krieger feels that when we discuss others we are always talking about ourselves. She
believes that we should ‘see the world as self’ (1991 p.5), and in this regard I found myself
resonating with the participants’ feelings of shame, anger and betrayal.
Since the participants had suffered abuse by a woman, my role as a female researcher was an
ambivalent one. I found myself wanting to give to the men the kind of empathy which they had
not received from their partners. I also wanted them to know that, as a result of my own
experience, I understood the shattering effects of abuse. In the early interviews I disclosed what I
had suffered at the hands of a man, but I then became concerned about a possible perception by
participants that I might hold negative attitudes towards men, or even that I might be a radical
feminist in disguise who would use the information against them. I then discontinued the
disclosure on the grounds that it could influence the way participants presented material.
An assumption I brought to the research process was that the abused person must be given a
voice. In my own experience, while I was ‘under the roof’ of the abuser, I had no rights. Had I
disclosed to anyone what was happening I would have either been disbelieved or told to be
submissive. Fine states that when we opt to engage in social struggles with those who have been
oppressed, we probe how we are in relation to the contexts we study (in Denzin and Lincoln
(eds.) 1994 p.72). It seemed to me that abused men are silenced the way I was, or if they do
speak, they are not heard. A frequent question asked by participants was, ‘you do believe me,
don’t you?’, and they would offer to show me legal documents to substantiate their stories.
I refrained from asking participants whether their behaviour could have contributed to the abuse.
That question might have had a place within a different methodology. In the context of this study
however I felt that since abused men are constantly being blamed for their predicament, such an
approach by a researcher would have been disempowering.
My unwillingness to investigate contributing factors in the behaviour of participants is an area of
bias in the study, since it is possible that in some cases the stories were slanted against the
abuser.
Although there were a few occasions when I felt there could have been significant contributing
factors to the abuse, I was surprised by an attitude from several men who blamed themselves for
behaviours which I felt were perfectly normal and acceptable. This is consistent with the
attitudes of those men in society who carry a deep collective guilt towards all women.
Researchers such as Olesen have raised ethical concerns about using participants as a means to
an end (1994 p.166). The purpose of this study was not only to enter into the experiences of
abused men, but to alert society to the pain they are enduring. To this end I am having the study
published. At times the men seemed to experience a kind of enrichment from being able to tell
their stories. Some of them could not get to the end without tears in their eyes. Krieger writes,
‘People who let social scientists study them are giving an altruistic gift. They are contributing to
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the development of knowledge, not knowing where that development will lead or how it will
impact on them’ (1991 p.153).
Many of the participants in this study were well educated and had sought to work through their
personal issues, either with a therapist or in support groups. Some of the findings will not be
generalisable to those few men who seek immediate help and are able to find it, or to those who
retaliate with violence.

LITERATURE REVIEW AND DATA COLLECTION
My initial impressions about the way men are treated were supported by the literature, and led to
a line of enquiry concerning male powerlessness. This is related to the way modern society
functions, in terms of both its structures and its attitudes towards men, and in the conditioning to
which men are subjected. The material from the interviews and the literature suggested an
analysis under the headings of:
A. Incidence and forms of abuse;
B. Reactions to abuse;
C. The role of society; and
D. The construct of masculinity.

A. INCIDENCE AND FORMS OF ABUSE
1) Gender Comparison
McNeely and Robinson-Simpson found that women have a higher mean and median rate for
perpetrating severe violence than men (1988 p.186). A bibliography compiled by Martin Fiebert
(1998) examines 95 scholarly investigations (aggregate sample size over 60,000) which show
that women are as physically aggressive, or more aggressive, than men in their relationships with
their partners.
Straus (1996) states that although women are more likely to receive injuries, men are more likely
to be victimized by their wives. He claims that women also initiate violence rather than only
becoming violent in response to their own victimization (cited in Mignon 1998 p.141).

2) Forms of Physical Abuse
Sniechowski and Sherven (1995) found that women more often use weapons than do men (82%
of women; 25% of men). Cook states that according to a study of 328 married couples published
in the Journal of Marriage and the Family ‘Women were significantly more likely to throw an
object, slap, kick/bite/hit with fist and hit with an object’ (1997 p.38).

5

In two Australian studies, the most common type of male behaviour which resulted in abuse was
minor violation of household rules, and the three most common reasons women gave for abuse
of their husbands were: to resolve the argument, to respond to family crisis, to ‘stop him
bothering me’ (Sarantakos 1998; 1999).
The stories of the participants in this project confirm the kinds of abuse outlined above.
Jason: She would throw hard objects at me, like photos, bottles, plates. This would happen if I
did things like not putting clothes in the proper place, or not hanging a towel up. If we were out
and she wanted to go home and I didn’t, she’d put on one of these tantrums.
Kevin: She burnt a hole in my arm and hit me in the face with a cooking pot that split my
eyebrow. She picked up a hunting knife and threatened me with it. I took that one off her and she
took out another one and she threatened to cut my eye out and I could watch her kill Karen. We
struggled for the knife and it went into her thigh. She then took out an AVO against me.
Andrew: She’d throw things at me – whatever she could find – ash trays or anything heavy.
Sometimes she seemed like a person possessed. She would grab me by the genitals. ‘I’ll rip your
fucking balls off’ she’d say. Then if I restrained her by holding her shoulders she would try to
bite me or kick me.
Bruce: Once when I was about to drive off to cricket, she put her head through the car window
and smashed a dish of Farex in my face, cutting my eye.
Roy: I had to work long shifts and often when I came home, I’d find my wife had left the
children (the youngest was only a few months) and had gone down to the club, drinking and
playing the poker machines. Sometimes when I went to get her, she’d smash a glass or a bottle
across my head. Several times I had my head cracked open.
Stuart: She would get mad about anything at all and go off her head. She’d throw whatever was
in her hand at the time – firewood, pitchforks, rocks. Once she threw a cup of hot coffee all over
me. Then when I tried to run away she threw a glass bowl of nuts.
On another occasion she threw the cutlery container at me – knives and forks went everywhere.
Then she picked up a carving knife and was trying to stab me. I grabbed her wrists and managed
to escape. I ran to my car, but she ran after me with a glass in her hand and screamed, ‘you get
in that car and I’ll break the windows’. Then she hit me with the glass on the side of my face. It
severed my temporal artery. I was losing a huge amount of blood and she was still screaming at
me.
Ian: She used to scratch me on the face and neck. One night I was lying in bed, half asleep. She
came in, and with a full-blooded fist she punched me in the left eye. She had her engagement ring
on and the huge stone nearly gouged my eye out.
Evan: Her abuse? Hitting with fists about my face and body. Kicking my legs. Biting at my
protective arms. Throwing shoe polish or bottles at my head. Poking me in my face and body
while screaming in my face. Once she knocked me down from behind and bit my right hand
badly.
Geoff: After she’d blown up about some triviality, I would just keep quiet, but then I’d be
subjected to three or four hours of ranting and raving on what I was doing wrong. If I tried to
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leave the room, it would result in something being thrown. It started with things like fruit, but
then she’d throw things that belonged to me, or something that someone in my family had given
me and it would get smashed – usually something made of glass. Then she began to throw things
directly at me. Once she threw the heater at me and it broke. But if ever I left the house, she’d
lock me out. In the end I’d just sit there and agree to everything she said, knowing that within a
few hours, if I was lucky, she’d run out of steam.
Michael: Our baby was very sick, and I said she should take him to the doctor. She was furious
that I should make a suggestion about the baby. She started screaming and throwing things all
round the house. Then she said she would take the children and leave and she grabbed the car
keys. I knew she was in no fit state to drive, but I was particularly worried about the baby, so I
stood at the door of his room and would not let her get him. She went to the kitchen and came
back with a carving knife. She stuck it into my stomach and I knew she was about to stab me. I
held on to the blade and it cut my fingers to the bone. Then she went back to the kitchen and
threw a pot with chip fat at me. It hit me in the forehead and I nearly passed out.
Abuse could sometimes involve misuse of property, creating danger, and damage to property.
Andrew: One day I left the house, and when I came back I found she’d smashed my CDs.
Richard: Every time I went to pick the kids up for access, she would jump on to the bonnet of the
car to force me to attack her to get her off.
Geoff: I’d do everything I could to avoid arguments in the car. If she was driving she’d get
worked up to a point where she’d suddenly veer to the other side of the road and drive straight at
oncoming traffic or she would steer off the road at a telegraph pole. Or if I was driving she
would suddenly pull on the hand brake or she would grab the steering wheel and the car would
go all over the road. Or without warning she’d give me a backhander straight into the face.
Robert: She got some scissors and cut up my shirts. On one occasion she lay down on the
ground in front of the car so I couldn’t drive off. On another occasion when I tried to go to work
she got on to the bonnet of the car holding the baby. One other time I was on a night shift and it
was raining. She ripped out the windscreen wipers, which meant I couldn’t drive.
Sometimes she’d lock me in the house. She’d take my keys, my credit cards, my identification
badge and my money – anything she could get her hands on just so she’d have something to
negotiate with at a later date.

3) Forms of Psychological Abuse
In his work with abused men, Hoff has compiled a list of common behaviours of female partners.
These include: embarrassing the man in front of other people; intimidating and threatening him;
insisting that anything he wants for himself is selfish or wrong; frequently causing him to feel
guilty and ashamed; preventing him from taking a job or doing a course of study; threatening to
harm herself or the children if he leaves; blaming him for her behaviour; treating him as a
servant; forcing him to leave social gatherings and restricting his contact with friends or family;
causing him to feel constantly afraid and ‘on guard’ (1999 p.1).
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Unreasonable and unprovoked verbal attack was the form of psychological abuse most
commonly reported by participants.
Malcolm: Sometimes she’d go down to the pub at 1.30 in the morning and stay there for hours.
If I said anything about it, she’d put on a tantrum – like a young child, stamping her feet, going
red in the face, shaking, and just losing it.
Richard: She stopped doing any housework. I went to work very early and she would sleep in
and not bother to wake up and get the kids to school. They missed a lot of school. In the end I
had to ring her from work to make sure she and the kids were up. But then she’d throw tantrums
and take it out on the kids.
Paul: A friend of ours had died. My wife said to me, ‘I wish you had died instead of him’.
Mervyn: When she didn’t get what she wanted she would resort to a tirade of verbal accusations
and there were so many just in one sentence that I found it quite overwhelming. She would never
give space to hear my side of the story or to any feedback about the effect of her behaviour.
Raymond: She had a gambling addiction and she would sit in front of the radio all day, seven
days a week, listening to the races. When our son was born she completely neglected him. She
couldn’t be bothered feeding him or bathing him. I had to do everything. Then she’d scream and
swear at me and tell me to leave him alone.
Mark: No matter how successful I was in my profession, she would make comments like, ‘who
did the work for you?’ ‘whose palm did you grease?’
Roy: Even worse than the physical abuse was the emotional. She used to say to me, ‘they’re not
your kids anyway; you’ve only been a sucker; I’ve been having affairs with other men all the
time’.
The woman’s tone of voice and overall attitude was difficult for many participants.
Michael: She just became cold and bitchy and cutting and all of the compassion just evaporated
from her.
Ian: What hurt me most was her hostile attitude to me, particularly her tone of voice – it was
always very stern and angry and vindictive. She was just so negative about everything I did or
said. She’d exaggerate things to a ridiculous degree.
Derek: She saw my own family and anyone I wanted to maintain contact with as competition.
She would go into a whingeing, whining, carping, harping, nagging mood for days and weeks on
end, in which she’d have bees in her bonnet about my mother, my father, my friends, my
professional associates and this would go on and on.
Denigration was a feature of abuse. The man was made to feel inferior.
Alan: What I originally saw as playful teasing turned into hostility and ridicule. She didn’t like
my body shape – I was too thin. She’d pick on anything: my colour sense was terrible; I had
difficulty in describing exactly what I liked. Then the little niggles became enraged tantrums, the
little slap became contemptuous bullying. My saying ‘I don’t like it’ was taken as an insult from
a cheeky child.
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Steve: She’d say, ‘you’re just a wog; my father warned me about wogs – you’re all no good’.
Tom: I wasn’t the right person. I didn’t have enough money. I didn’t have the right status. I
wasn’t smart enough.
William: Nothing I did was right. I couldn’t walk into the house without being criticised for
something. She didn’t like the way I walked, the way I talked, the fact that I was Australian. I did
all the cooking and the housework, but she’d abuse me because I’d hung something the wrong
way on the line, or I’d put the quilt on the bed the wrong way round.
Len: Shortly after our marriage and from then on she kept saying, ‘I don’t love you. I don’t
know why I married you.’ I was always trying to work out what I had done wrong. She didn’t like
my friends or my family so I distanced myself from them. I then felt I should do all the work
around the house. I did all the housework, all the shopping and all the cooking, but it didn’t
make any difference.
Geoff: Every time I was hanging the clothes out, she’d come and stand behind me and tell me I
was doing it all wrong. If I hung clothes out when she was not there, when she came home
everything I’d hung up the wrong way she’d pull off the line, put in the wash basket and say
‘you’ve got to hang those up again’. Then when the clothes had dried, she made me fold them a
certain way at the clothes line – I was not allowed to bring them inside.
Adam: Whenever I tried to fix anything around the house, she would say to me ‘you stupid idiot,
why can’t you do this right?’, ‘what are you, a dummy?’ When it seemed that our first child
would not be a brilliant student, she blamed me and said, ‘he’s stupid like you; your whole
family are a pack of idiots’.
A common method used by abusive women is to place the man in a situation where whatever he
does is wrong, even when he gives in to all his partner’s demands.
Nigel: She told me I had to work longer hours to support her, but when I did, she said I didn’t
spend enough time with her. I used to buy her things she said she liked, but then she’d abuse me
for it. I rang to say I would be working back and I got a verbal bashing you wouldn’t believe
because I’d disturbed her; then when I worked back and didn’t ring, she abused me for not
ringing. I was in a no-win situation all the time.
Geof: Every Saturday morning she’d say, ‘what are we doing today?’ I’d say, ‘I’m easy, what
would you like?’ She’d yell at me for not having an idea, but she wouldn’t suggest anything. If I
said ‘I’d like to stay home or go down the park and play with the kids’ that was the worst thing
in the world. She’d rave on for two or three hours. What I was supposed to do was to guess what
she wanted to do and then suggest it. When I managed to get it right, she’d respond, ‘all right
we’ll do that, but only if you want to’.
Being humiliated in front of others was a painful experience for several participants.
Jason: She seemed to enjoy humiliating me in public, particularly when we were at the club. She
would slap me across the face or throw food in my face. If we were having a dinner party she
would make belittling, sarcastic remarks about me.
Ted: I’m overweight and when we were out she’d refer to me as the hippopotamus.
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Geoff: One day I took the kids to the park while she went shopping. She came down to the park
and started punching me in the face because we weren’t home when she came back – a lot
earlier than expected. There was blood everywhere – I thought she’d broken my nose. My kids
were with their friends and they saw the whole thing. Some of the friends had their parents with
them. So there she was with her audience and she played it to the hilt.
Bruce: I used to play cricket on Saturday afternoon. Saturday morning was a nightmare because
as soon as I started putting on my cricket gear she would start. One day she came to the ground
itself and she kept screaming abuse at me on the field so all the spectators and players could
hear it.
Sexual abuse included withholding sex as a form of punishment, or using it as a means of
manipulation. Some women had a need to control and humiliate their partner by demanding sex
at any time. If the man did not comply, they would go on the attack. Retaliation included
emotional blackmail, locking the man out of the house, making disparaging comments that he
had failed the test of manhood.
Scott: For her, sex was a system of rewards and punishments. It was not a way for us to
communicate. If I did something she didn’t approve of, she’d turn off sex for weeks. I was not
allowed to just reach out and touch her. She would recoil and say, ‘why does everything have to
be about sex?’ She said to me once, ‘if you really loved me, you would cut off your penis’.
Alan: Because I had told her what aroused me, she would use that against me by forcing an
erection. She’d demand that I have sex with her to prove virility, love, worthiness. ‘What are
you, a man or a mouse?’ I wasn’t sure so I did it like a machine. When I started to say ‘no’ it
was an inconceivable impudence. So she ignored it and did her mattress mastery over and over.
When it wouldn’t get up any more by itself, she’d tickle it into action. Pushing her off would have
meant even more derision, so I lay beneath her wondering about my sanity and wriggled to end
my pain.
Prior to the interview, Alan had sent me what he had written about his sexual violation.
The horror of being touched. The cowering on the edge of the bed with an erection I couldn’t
control. The terror of more bullying and being told to enjoy it or else more scorn. My stomach
was sick like being hit in the groin. My balls hurt from being squashed. Nothing would stop her
whenever she said I needed to prove my manhood. I couldn’t run away – nowhere to go. I was so
ashamed.
While in the middle of it, I had no means to make sense of the various contradictions that
confronted me. Her sexual violation of my reluctant body had no name. Her demands were not
simply an occasional inconsiderate insistence. This was a remorseless and frightening menace.
Women would often devise ‘punishments’ for their partners. These included disappearing from
the house without explanation, sleeping in the spare room, treating the man ‘like a boarder’, not
passing on messages, not communicating at all with the partner.
Graham: If I forgot to put out the rubbish, I was sent to Coventry for two or three weeks. Then
during that period I might commit some other minor offence which would mean another two or
three weeks when she wouldn’t speak to me.
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William: She would eat with the children but I was not allowed to join them for the meal. There
would be no food prepared for me.
Jason: When she was screaming and swearing, I would leave the house. When I eventually came
back, she would not speak to me for days.
Bruce: Whenever she was unhappy about something she would disappear for week or two and
take our son. I never knew when I came home from work whether or not they would be there.
Inappropriate and improper misuse of money placed many men in a difficult situation.
Richard: She demanded my pay packet; then she would go on shopping sprees and spend all the
money and there would be no food on the table. The bills were mounting up and we were getting
further and further behind. When I said I would manage the finances and I asked her how much
she needed to run the house and what she spent it on, she said, ‘that’s none of your business’.
Peter: She kept making demands that I earn more money, so I finished up working three jobs,
seven days a week. But no matter how much I earned, she would spend it all on luxuries and
abuse me because we were getting deeper into debt, but I was not allowed to put any restraint on
her spending frenzies.
The powerlessness some men experienced was indicated by the fact that they were required to do
all the work within the home.
Ted: I was like a slave to her. I had to do all the work, but no matter what I did she wanted more
and more. I felt she was manipulating me and taking away my defences.
Geoff: Although I was working full time and she was at home all day, she’d make me do all the
housework and the washing and ironing. When I came home from work there’d be nothing to eat.
She’d say ‘I didn’t know what you wanted for tea’. Then when I said ‘you know I’ll eat anything’
she’d go into a rage, and then I’d have to cook tea. This happened just about every night, so I
finished up doing all the cooking as well – otherwise the kids and I would never be fed. Then
after tea I’d have to bath the kids and put them to bed. At that stage she would disappear, and I
never knew where she was.
Abused men are often completely under the total control of their partners, and have to be
accountable for everything they do.
Robert: I told her I was going over to a friend’s place to watch the football. She said, ‘Well
you’ve got to be home by midnight’. I explained that the Cup did not start till 1 a.m. She said
‘You’re not allowed go to then’. So I didn’t go. I always gave in to her. I had been living at her
place for nine months but she would never let me have a key. She said I had to put my car in her
name, which I did. I had been off work and she said I was not allowed to go back to work. She
started threatening me with AVOs if I went back.
William: The fact that I went to Tech. two nights a week – she considered that as me going out,
so in retaliation she felt entitled to stay out Friday and Saturday nights all night – she’d come
home at 5 or 6 o’clock in the morning. I was not even allowed to discuss where she’d been or
what she was doing. Yet I had to account to her every time I left the house.
A woman can maintain total power over a man by making threats involving his safety and
wellbeing or that of the children.
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Mervyn: As well as hitting me and scratching me, she used to threaten to burn the house down.
Stuart: I began to realise that her going off her head was just a power thing. It was like – ‘you
do what I say or I’ll go bloody bananas’.
Robert: She refused to let me go to work and for three hours she badgered me. She had a
carving knife and placed the two children at the front door, which was the only one that wasn’t
deadlocked. Every time I moved towards the door she’d go for me with the knife. I was terrified
the children would be injured. I sat on the couch and she came towards me again. By this time I
had no will to fight it. I said ‘if you’re going do it, just do it – just kill me – get it over and done
with – I can’t handle it any more’.
Raymond: She would kick me in the genital area, she’d bite me on the shoulders and scratch my
face and neck. She’d threaten to kill herself if I didn’t give her the gambling money. Then she’d
threaten to kill our son. In the middle of her screaming fits she would tell me and my son that I
wasn’t his father, even though we both knew he was. She also threatened to have someone bash
me up.
Bruce: She rang me at work and said, ‘If you don’t come home now I’m leaving you’. So I went
home and she obviously had no intention of leaving. Once when I was away I got a call at 2
o’clock in the morning and she said, ‘Well I’ve drugged Thomas and drugged myself, so if you’re
not worried, well don’t worry about it.’ When I got home I found Thomas was OK.
Among the worst forms of abuse which a man experiences is a sense of powerlessness when his
children are being abused or used as a weapon against him.
Stuart: She used to smack my young daughter really hard with a wooden spoon. There were
bruises all over her legs and buttocks. She used to cry and dance up and down with the pain. My
daughter was using paint brushes and she kept putting them in her mouth. My partner said to
her, ‘if you like it so much you can drink it’ and she forced the liquid down her throat.
Richard: She made the kids write down that I belted them with a big leather belt with a buckle
on it – just so she could present it to the Court.
Geoff: She made a scrap book of newspaper articles about men who have killed their children
during access visits. She read this to my kids, or made them read it and showed them the
pictures. The book also had articles about men who kill their ex-wives. My kids told me that
when they said, ‘Dad would never do that’, she said ‘you won’t be saying that when you’re
standing beside my coffin and your father’s in gaol facing murder charges’.
In the Sarantakos study (1998) there were a few cases when men tried to escape from abuse,
taking their children with them, but the courts apprehended the ‘kidnapper’ and returned the
children to their ‘loving mother’ (p.14).
Many men felt undermined, particularly in their relationships with their children.
Francis: As our children grew older she gradually started to push me out of the picture. She
would always correct me in my handling of the children and if I made a suggestion, she would
say, ‘oh no, we’re not going to do it that way’. I felt continually undermined – whatever I did
was wrong.
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Bob: She began treating me as nothing more than a boarder. She wouldn’t speak to me at all.
Everything I did or said to the children was ridiculed.
Several men believed that their partner’s provocation was an attempt to cause them to retaliate
physically.
Jo: She would goad me for two or three hours at a time. I would go along with whatever she
wanted to try to keep the situation placid. But she was relentless. Even when I left the house to
go for a walk, she’d chase me along the street.
Ted: She’d walk past me in the house and spit at me, obviously hoping that I would do
something so she could call the police.
Steve: She’d come up very close to me and she kept on saying, ‘go on, hit me, that’s what you
want to do, hit me, go on’. I was trying to get her to calm down. But she couldn’t stand that – it
would make her twice as bad if I spoke in a calm voice.
Some women seemed to have a need to keep their partners feeling insecure. If a man had
counselling and began to define himself more clearly, the woman would feel threatened –
sometimes seeing it as an attack on her, and would strike back. She would be even more insistent
that her violence was entirely the fault of her partner.
Methods of keeping a man in the relationship included a pretence of making the relationship
work.
Michael: On the occasions when she was willing to listen to what I had to say, she would
become quite manipulative and say, ‘you’re 100% right; I’m really sorry, I’m a bitch’ and she’d
pretend to come all my way. She’d be exciting in bed and there’d be this outpouring of love and
affection. But the next day she’d go completely against what we’d agreed.
Malcolm: Whenever she felt like treating me like dirt, she would. But there were times when she
would be really nice to me. That was what kept me in the relationship.
Ian: Each time she took out an AVO, when we got to the court house she’d say she missed me
terribly and wanted me back, so the case would be dropped. And each time I’d be silly enough to
go back to her. She had me on the end of a string.
Harry: She was sinister and manipulative and calculating. When she felt she was about to lose
me, she’d turn it on sexually just to keep me. Then the abuse would start again.
Sometimes a woman would try to persuade others that she was the victim.
Anthony: She then went to the kitchen and opened the window and she started screaming as
though she was being attacked. The window was only a couple of metres from our neighbours’
window. I went out into the yard and she still kept up the screaming. The neighbours saw me
outside and realised what she was up to.
Geoff: She started punching me violently. As I moved away one of the punches landed in the
door frame and she broke her hand. She told everyone I had attacked her with a cricket bat.
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The issue which many men felt most deeply was a sense of betrayal. They had opened
themselves to their partner, shared their sense of inadequacy, their fears and vulnerabilities. The
woman then used this information as ammunition against them.
Alan: Her behaviour triggered off all those feelings I had that I was inadequate. She was very
clever. She knew what my weak points were – that I was unsure of my competence as a social
being.
Tom: Fundamentally I had an openness to my partner; there were no protections in place. In
trying to cement the relationship I trusted her completely. But she betrayed that trust.

4) Characteristics of Male Victims
O’Donnel feels that female abusers tend to look for male victims who are either very logical or
very idealistic. The abusive woman needs something immovable in the man’s mind which she
can destroy. An English research study on thirty eight battered men states: ‘the majority of men
who are abused are not seven-stone weaklings with Amazonian partners. They tend to be well
built, but not aggressive. They’re the sort of men who don’t want to hit a man, let alone a
woman. So when the violence starts they know they are just going to have to stand there and take
it, and that tension produces its own kind of terror’ (Wolff 1992 cited in Peloche 1999 p.6).
Detective Inspector Sylvia Aston describes the victims of female violence as the most decent
kind of men, the kind who would not hit back. But they feel weak because they think that they
should hit back (Thomas 1993 p.213).
Elizabeth McMahon, a counsellor of sexual abuse victims in Melbourne, states ‘In the case of
women who sexually abuse, the victim is in years of sexual bondage before telling anyone….
The male being sexually abused by a female is usually a very vulnerable personality who feels
absolute shame and worthlessness’ (Thomas 1993 p.138).
Many of the participants in the study fitted the above descriptions. They were quietly spoken,
non-aggressive men. When they were being attacked they exercised restraint, either removing
themselves from the vicinity or reasoning with their partner in an attempt to calm her down.
The situation of powerlessness in which the men found themselves both enabled the abuse to
occur and was an integral part of the way in which they responded.

B. REACTIONS TO ABUSE
The physical symptoms men have reported after abuse include stomach pains, high temperature,
racing pulse, thought distortion, anxiety, panic attacks (Hoff and Easterbrooks 1998 p.1).
Norman: The effect it had on me was that my body became very tired and sore.
Evan: I was constantly tight in the stomach. All my basic physical functions were affected.
Mervyn: I had a feeling in the pit of my stomach – a dread of having to go through the
emotional trauma of interacting with a person like that.
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Mark: By the time the marriage ended, I had become anorexic. I weighed less than five stone. I
felt so bad about myself I would run a hundred kilometres a week, rain, hail or shine.
Perpetual fear and being ‘on guard’ were experienced by most participants.
Matthew: Each night when she came from work I would be tense and nervous. I didn’t know in
what way she was going to abuse me.
Stuart: I was on tenterhooks all the time. I was always checking on what my young daughter was
doing to make sure that my partner would not attack her. I got into this habit of not only doing
everything she said, but never making a decision for myself. I was terrified I would do something
wrong and she’d blow up. I could never be myself. I always had to be one step ahead, thinking
about how she might react. I was always looking for dangers, looking for signs. I had to guess
her moods.
Bruce: When I came home from work and she was there, I would be just shaking, just waiting
for her to go off.
In order to survive abuse, a man may block the memory of the experience because the pain of
recall is too terrifying. If he were to relive the abuse he could become hysterical and be treated as
a psychiatric case – the way women originally were (O’Donnel 1994).
Commonly expressed reactions by participants were feelings of lack of control and inadequacy.
Andrew: The more outrageous her behaviour, the more I felt I could not handle the situation….
A lot of men just close down emotionally. They can’t even allow themselves to admit that they
need love and tenderness and they’re not getting it. If you ask for it in a relationship you’re
going out on a limb, because you’re giving the woman power to say ‘no’.
Alan: Whatever I did or tried to become or whatever I said or however I behaved, I wasn’t able
to change the circumstances with anything that I could possibly do. I couldn’t talk to anyone.
Nobody would believe the fact that I felt so awful about what was going on. I just felt as if I was
inadequate – that I didn’t know what to do, that I couldn’t do anything. I would try to do things
just so I could hear her say ‘thank you’. But nothing I tried ever had the desired effect and so I
felt even more inadequate.
Kevin: I felt like an idiot. I didn’t know what I was doing wrong or what I could do to make it
right. She would never tell me anything more than, for example, ‘if you don’t come now I’ll hurt
Karen’ and I would come home and she wouldn’t even be here. I was losing time at work. It was
making me feel stupid because I didn’t know how to react to her and it was making me feel as if
there was something wrong with me. I thought everyone else was managing their relationships,
so why couldn’t I get it right? So I started getting depressed.
Nigel: She reduced me to a state of total powerlessness. I couldn’t function as a husband, as a
father. I did everything she wanted and got abused for it. The more I gave in to her the more she
destroyed me. I became like a little man just towing the line. I had to ask permission to go and
see a friend. I was just her slave in the relationship.
Evan: I was disappointed that I could not be proactive about changing the situation. I felt
stymied. There was a part of me that felt I should have been able to fix it. In the past it’s always
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worked for me when I’ve used a reasoned approach. Why couldn’t I get her to talk through the
issues?
Constant denigration of the man could cause him to accept his partner’s view of him and to lose
self esteem.
Malcolm: She made me feel totally insignificant. Whatever I wanted meant nothing to her. What
she wanted was the only thing that mattered.
Tom: I had made her a part of my life at the very core. She had my complete trust. If she said
something to me, I would believe her. So her view of me became my view of me. This sort of thing
eats away at your self worth and isolates you from everyone around you. I had to give her
everything she asked for because she set it up that I could be happy only if she was happy.
Nigel: Self esteem? You don’t have any self esteem. You take on board all the stuff she dishes
out.
Andrew: I felt less than a man because I couldn’t find a way to handle her destructive
behaviour.
Alan: It was as though I was looking in a mirror but couldn’t see anything. Whatever identity I
had all of a sudden had vanished. I was working on automatic pilot. I didn’t know any longer
what it was to be a man.
Scott: My sense of self worth was affected because I was facing a problem that could not be
solved. I also doubted my ability to ‘do the emotional stuff’ because I felt that women knew more
about it than men.
William: All the horrible things she said about me just gnawed away at me and at some level I
must have believed them, because in the end I became what she told me I was. I wasn’t interested
in life. I became what she wanted so that she had an excuse to treat me that way. She never kept
a single promise that she made to me. We would have a discussion and agree on a solution, but
when the time came she would always find an excuse to break it – and it would always be twisted
around that it was entirely my fault. I had to change. There was nothing at all wrong with her. I
was made to feel worthless.
Kevin: I haven’t been able to work since we split up – three years ago. I don’t feel like a
worthwhile human being any more – no matter what my friends and family tell me. I feel like I
am just such a worthless person, I don’t even want to seek anyone’s approval. A lot of the way I
feel is tied up with the treatment I received in court and by the police. I was brought up to
respect authority so when the authorities turned against me, I felt there was nothing left. The
magistrate said ‘It’s not the first time he’s done it; it’s just the first time we’ve caught him’. I
walked into that court knowing I was a good person. I treated my wife with the utmost respect.
But after that magistrate said that, I felt I was just an animal.
Ian: My self esteem has taken such a battering that I feel I could never trust myself to get it right
in a relationship with a woman.
Francis: I felt powerlesss – whatever I did was wrong. I blamed myself for not being able to get
the kind of job she thought I should get so she could live in a really nice house. I felt she was not
accepting my identity – I was not a smart businessman. I felt diminished by her attitude. I felt
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inadequate. I started to question my own judgment on things and my own worth as a person and
my ability to achieve anything worthwhile. Part of me knew I could do better, but it was like – no
matter what I did I couldn’t get there. I felt like I was a failure in every part of my life – at work,
in my marriage, as a father. Whatever study I did, she would see it as a waste of time. She
showed no interest in anything in my life. I felt devalued.
Derek: I found her behaviour humiliating and embarrassing. I took it on board and I was very
hurt by it and it didn’t do anything for my self confidence. All that tension she used to set up and
the moods she used to get in used to depress me and I used to have to go to work in a very
difficult and stressful job and try to perform in a public arena in a state of depression. I believe
to this day that I did not become as confident in my profession as I expected myself to be because
of what I went through during this period of twelve years of marriage.
Adam: It got to the point where what self esteem I had, had gone. It just seemed like I believed
within myself that I could not do anything. It got to the point where I was afraid to even attempt
to do anything, because I knew within myself that I was going to fail – or she would tell me I’d
failed. So it just wasn’t worth trying. I was always doing my best, but my best was never good
enough.
Evan: I became sad and morose. I had always been an outgoing, gregarious person, but I found
it difficult to make conversation with people. It destroyed my belief that I was a worthwhile
person.
Counsellors report that abused men say to themselves ‘I am no longer a man’ and spend most of
their efforts hiding their ‘soul shattering shame’. They lose confidence in their ability to carry out
normal tasks (O’Donnell 1994).
Mervyn: In my relationship with Deborah, I didn’t like to admit that I was scared – in fact it
took me a long time to admit that I felt scared and was affected by her abuse. That admission
was challenging to my own identity as a male. I could not even admit to my close and supportive
friends how much her behaviour was hurting me. I felt ashamed about that – the fact that I had
let it hurt me, and ashamed that I was vulnerable to her, that my life was a mess having got
myself into that situation.
Anthony: When I asked my wife ‘Why are you trying to destroy me?’ she said, ‘I’ve kept your
bed warm for fourteen years. Now it’s payback time.’ It sounded as though her whole
relationship with me was nothing more than prostitution. I was destroyed.
Bob: I had a breakdown. I took three months off work, but when I went back I just couldn’t do
my job any more.
Roy: I became emotionally withdrawn. I couldn’t think straight. I started making mistakes at
work and one of these caused me a serious injury.
Many of the participants in the study came to believe that the abuse was all their fault.
Tom: When she started treating me like a sort of attachment, I thought I must have done
something, but I didn’t know what it was. She said everything that had happened – I was
responsible for it. I never had the courage to tell anyone what she was doing to me.
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Andrew: I thought it must have been my fault because I had provoked her. I must have been a
pretty bad person to trigger this in her. She had me believing that I was the total cause of
everything.
Steve: I thought, ‘what’s wrong with me; I’m working two jobs, coming home, bathing the kids,
doing the housework – and still getting abused day and night; what am I doing wrong?’
Scott: Whenever she was unhappy, we would have to have a discussion about what I had done to
cause it. I was made to feel responsible for all her feeling states.
Peter: I thought ‘maybe I’m causing this – maybe I am a bad person’.
Michael: She could always get me to feel sorry for her. She could manipulate me into feeling
guilty.
Mervyn: I started feeling just terrible about myself. I was always trying to decide whether I had
caused the problems.
Malcolm: I started to feel in the end that maybe I was not such a good partner. I felt that I was
no good for any relationship with a woman. She made me feel as though I was the biggest arse
hole that ever walked the earth.
Ian: Although the logical part of your brain tells you that she’s the one with the problem, at an
emotional level you feel terrible. You ask yourself, ‘why is this happening to me? I must have
done something wrong.’
Confusion and uncertainty formed part of the reactions to abuse. This was often related to the
men’s view of themselves and their role.
George: When you’re trying to maintain a relationship you often don’t see these terrible things
happening to you the way a person outside would see them. I felt split. I think I felt I was doing
everything I could, but still wondering what else I could have done.
Jo: Why would someone I love so much want to hurt me emotionally, to confuse me?
Steve: She would twist things that I said, she’d deny things that she had said, and it got to the
stage where I thought I was totally mad. And that was what she was trying to do. I started to
believe that I would not be able to do my job, which always involved danger.
Tom: I did everything I thought I was supposed to do as a husband. I couldn’t understand….
after all I still believed I had a wife. In the end I realised that ‘us’ never existed. You put into
question whether you actually were that person because it’s completely gone. Not only is it gone
but what you believed in was actually a lie.
Part of the sense of powerlessness involved the absence of alternatives. It also led to intense
emotional pain and feelings about death.
Alan: I thought of my options. Lock her out of the house as she did to me? The cops would come
and take me away. Complain of domestic violence? She was too pretty and dainty for that to
work. Leave? I could not abandon my kids. I would rather have died, and thought of it. Fight
back? Somehow I couldn’t see myself doing it. I don’t know if it was cowardice, chivalry or
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intellect saying ‘lay a finger on her even once and all hell will break loose’. Murder her but
make it look accidental? Its appeal did grow, unbelievably.
George: I was distraught. I was pretty close to suicidal.
Adam: I found it hard to maintain my job, just trying to concentrate. I couldn’t sleep at night. I
felt cut out of life, lost, rejected.
Tom: I felt I was dying inside. The feeling is like a cancer that eats away at you every day until
all you have left is pain that never goes away.
Steve: Many times I thought of killing myself. She not only destroyed me when we were together,
but stopping me from seeing the kids – my life was not worth living then.
Jason: I went up to South Head and stood on the edge. I was very close to letting myself fall.
Roy: It got to the stage where I couldn’t take it any more and I decided to commit suicide. I
jumped off the bridge, but somebody saw me and got the police and they dragged me out.
In a study of abused husbands, Gregorash states that they believed they had tried everything to
deal with the situation, but their inability to cope with it left their wife with total power over
them. They were in a hostage-captor type relationship (1993 p.92). Some men would promise to
do whatever the partner demanded, accept responsibility for untrue accusations, or make excuses
for the partner’s behaviour (Eldridge 1998 p.2).
Robert: Even after all this, I couldn’t help feeling it must have been my fault, just as she said it
was. She could manipulate anything I said to make it look as though I was to blame. I was no
match for her. In the end I would just give in and say ‘yes’ to whatever she said, and of course
that just made her worse. She’d say, ‘see I told you I was right all along; you’re lying to me’. I
couldn’t win if I agreed or if I argued. In the end it was easier just to agree.
Michael: I was always aware that my acceptance of what she would and wouldn’t tolerate was
the predominant factor of peace. If I bucked the system there was less peace. She didn’t change;
I had to. I was always aware that no matter what I did, no matter where I put the resistance,
nothing ever changed.
In the study carried out by Sarantakos (1998), family members were interviewed to ascertain the
validity of the husband’s account. ‘The statements of the wife’s parents and children confirm the
husband’s assertion that he lived in fear, that he was constantly intimidated and that he
experienced demoralisation and powerlessness in his everyday life’ (p.16). Some children
reported hiding their battered father under the bed to prevent further injuries, or they would hide
him in the store room or in the neighbour’s garage.
Men are placed in a difficult situation in defending themselves. Part of being seen as a ‘real man’
in our culture is the ability to be able to take it, particularly from a woman. Since most men are
taught never to hit a woman, even in self-defence, when they are attacked, they are rendered
powerless (Sniechowski and Sherven 1995).
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Paul: When she slapped me across the face, I didn’t really see that as abuse because everyone
seemed to think that a woman could hit a man but never the reverse.
O’Donnel (1994) says that when abused men strike back physically, they describe this as the
worst abuse of all – the destruction of the limits they have imposed upon themselves.
The methods men use to attempt to diffuse or avoid potentially violent situations include: locking
themselves in a safe place; getting home late; staying at a friend’s place but without divulging
the reason; sleeping in the car, shed, garage or wherever they can find shelter.
Peter: Every time she got out of control and became violent and hysterical, I’d leave the house
and I’d sleep in my car or at the beach. This would happen a couple of times a week.
Kevin: I took all the overtime I could get so I could get home as late as possible so she wouldn’t
abuse me.
As a result of prolonged abuse, men can lose belief in standards of morality.
Kevin: If I can spend 25 years doing good and still get punished, what’s the point of trying to do
anything good for the rest of my life.
Bob: I used to try and teach kids that they should always do the right thing, but after what
happened to me, I just didn’t believe in anything.
Many of the participants found it hard to maintain friendships.
William: She expected my whole life to revolve around her – what I wanted was irrelevant. I lost
all my friends. I was not allowed to join them in any activities – or if I did, she would not speak
to me for days on end – she’d just pretend I wasn’t in the house.
Scott: Almost everything I did that wasn’t done with her constituted a threat to her. By the end
of the relationship I had no friends. I had no outside activities. I had nothing, because everything
that I was interested in, every friendship I had, threatened her. She would make things so
difficult for my friends that they just drifted away.
The man’s feeling of powerlessness was an underlying reason for his failure to report the matter
or to leave the relationship. Vogel suggests that a man may come to believe what an abusive
woman says to him: ‘you’re crazy and stupid; no one will believe you; the police will never
arrest me’ (1996 p.21). Women are ten times more likely to report domestic violence against
themselves to the police than men are (LFAA 1998 p.3).
The situation for men in abusive relationships is compounded by their lack of options. They are
usually reluctant to leave their children, who are often victims themselves. Overberg says that
women who abuse men are likely to abuse their children as well (Cose 1995 p.208). Abusive
women take advantage of the man’s powerlessness and his feelings of protectiveness towards his
children. Being brought up to see himself as the protector of women and the family can cause a
man to believe that by leaving the relationship he is abdicating his responsibility. So men decide
to stay and take ‘whatever the women dish out to them’ (Cook 1997 p.60). A further problem is
that there are no shelters for the abused man (LFAA 1998 p.9)
When abused men seek help they are laughed at or scorned and they become extremely
embarrassed. They are seen as weaklings or cowards. Because they know this is the way they are
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portrayed by society, they are reluctant to disclose their predicament through fear of further
ridicule and being blamed for their situation (Easton 1998). Men deny that they are being abused
in the belief that they are supposed to be able to handle it. They claim it is not a ‘real problem’
and they will offer other explanations for evident injuries. Daly and Wilson state that the most
unreported crime is not wife abuse but husband abuse (1988 pp. 519-524).
The powerlessness which abused men experience within their relationships could not occur
unless such abusive behaviour was tacitly accepted within the community.
My enquiry led me to examine the ways in which our social structures discriminate against men.

C. THE ROLE OF SOCIETY
1) The Police and the Lower Courts
Several participants said that when they tried to report their abuse to the police, they were
disbelieved, scorned, or had every obstacle placed in their way. Typical police responses were:
‘What sort of a wimp are you to let a woman hit you?’; ‘Run away and stop wasting our time’;
‘You must have done something terrible to her to deserve this’; ‘Look at the size of you! Maybe
she was just defending herself’.
Whereas a woman can obtain an Apprehended Violence Order almost immediately and without
any requirement of proof, the police view in many cases is that a man should be able to cope
with the kind of abuse a woman might engage in. In most cases the police are required to arrest
someone if they believe domestic abuse has been committed. There is often little effort made to
find out who was the aggressor. ‘Even if the man has a split lip and the wife is drunk and out of
control, the man is likely to be placed in gaol’ (Cose 1995 p.209).
Steve: The Chamber Magistrate said to me, ‘You’re supposed to be the stronger one – to be able
to take strong hits. If you go ahead with this, they’ll laugh you out of court’. Even if you’ve got a
blood nose and bruises, if you’re a man, they say you have to have more proof to get an AVO.
Michael: The next thing I knew there were two police officers at the door. They saw the lump on
my head, the black eye, and the bleeding and I told them what had happened. They said my wife
had made a complaint that I had assaulted her, so they handcuffed me and put me in a
paddywagon. At the station the police said there was ‘a high degree of probability’ that I would
assault my wife again!
Kevin: I made two attempts to report her assaults to the police and they didn’t want to know.
One officer said to me, ‘For your sake and for ours we might as well not drag this into court. The
magistrate won’t believe that a woman is capable of something like that’.
Jim: She would violently attack my 5 year-old son. Once she had him pinned to the floor, with
her body weight on top of him. I would often try to separate him from her, but eventually I
became afraid for his safety and I reported the matter. She then took out a restraining order
against me, claiming I had threatened her with a gun. From that time onwards, neither the police
nor the courts would listen to anything I tried to tell them about the danger my son was in.
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2) Family Law
Regardless of the degree of abuse sustained by a husband, courts will nearly always award
custody of children to the wife (Cook 1997 p.62). Only one in six men who apply for custody of
their children eventually gains it. The Family Court in Australia normally elevates the mother to
the role of primary parent. The father is seen as the ‘disposable’ parent (Green 1998 p.xi). The
Court is also reluctant to grant joint custody. Commenting on the bias against men in custody
decisions, a retiring Family Court judge stated, ‘the woman has had all the power; the man
almost none’ (Arndt SMH 19/8/00).
Men are usually given only limited access to their children. Often they lose contact with them
altogether because of the court’s unwillingness to impose severe penalties on women who deny
access (Arndt 1995 p.226). A study by McMurray and Blackmore found that 81% of men
described their former partners as obstructive, undermining and uncooperative when it came to
arranging access visits (1993 p.154). Several researchers have linked the loss of relationship
between fathers and children to the male suicide rate (Ambrose et al. 1983 cited in Smith 1998
p.24). The loss is also reflected in a recently-established psychological condition which
manifests as reactive depression, termed the ‘involuntary child absence syndrome’ (Jacob 1986
cited in Smith 1998 p.12).
Cose quotes the words of a counsellor:
‘I’ve found it easier to console people with cancer and AIDS than to console fathers who have
lost all contact with their children… It is one of the most devastating things that can happen to
anybody… They can’t get over it. Their children mean more to them than anything else in the
world. (1995 p.15)’.
When a woman is violent in a relationship, the court will not necessarily assume that she is a bad
mother. If a man is seeking custody of his children due to his wife’s violence towards him and
them, he is usually advised by his legal representative not to mention the violence, or the judge
may conclude that the man is a ‘wimp’ and therefore an unfit parent (Cose 1995 p.217).
Should a man try to protect himself from abuse, his wife may claim to have been assaulted and
take out an Apprehended Violence Order. One of the most serious threats men face today is false
accusations of sexual molestation of their children (Cook 1997 p.62). Lawyers report that denial
of access, Apprehended Violence Orders and false sexual allegations are common strategies in
the armoury of custodial mothers who want to limit or terminate children’s contact with their
fathers (Green 1998 p.213).
Some of the worst forms of abuse against men involve the Family Court, vindictive women, and
questionable legal practices. From several sources I heard that there were a number of
practitioners, known to lawyers, who could always be relied upon to supply whatever evidence
was needed to support a woman’s claims of violence against her or of sexual molestation of her
children. The Court rarely imposes penalties on a woman who makes false allegations, even
when she does this repeatedly. Each time a sexual allegation against children is made, the man is
usually denied access until such time as the Court resolves the matter.
Bob: After the separation, she continually frustrated my attempts to gain access, but the Court
didn’t do anything about it. Then she took the children interstate so I couldn’t see them. She
claimed I had sexually abused my daughters, that I’d hit her over the head and belted the
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daylights out of her and pulled her hair out. All our friends and neighbours knew the violence
went the other way.
George: My wife would not let me see the kids. She claimed I was violent. Later the judge said
there was no evidence I had ever assaulted her, but there was evidence that she had been violent
to me. Then she accused me of sexually molesting my daughter. I was devastated. I didn’t see my
kids for ages until the Court finally decided I could see them. Then she again accused me of
sexually interfering with my daughter. So again there was a long delay. After a Court hearing
which lasted ten days, the judge found that my ex- wife herself had molested my daughter in an
effort to generate evidence against me. Despite this,she was still allowed custody. And the Court
and the child welfare agency refused to take any action against her.
Jason: The pain of not being able to see your child is far worse than any abuse a woman gives
you in a relationship. It’s even worse than the death of a child, knowing your child is alive and
you can’t see her. It’s just unending suffering. When I see children in their school uniforms and
I’m not allowed to see my child… the pain is indescribable.
Chris: She then abducted my daughter to Europe. I received little help from the authorities here.
Their attitude was that nearly all women who take their children out of Australia are fleeing
from a violent man. This lack of co-operation has been experienced by many men I know in this
situation. They don’t seem to understand anything. Justice Nicholson said on the 7.30 Report,
‘Oh yes, the Court is aware there is a problem [of false allegations] but no woman would ever
knowingly falsely accuse a man of sexually abusing a child. They just imagine it is happening.’
On the question of women denying men access, the Law Reform Commission said there was no
real problem!
Geoff: What happened to me has happened to a lot of men I know. Where the man is applying
for joint custody, the woman ceases all forms of communication with her partner a few months
before the Family Court hearing, so she can say to the court, ‘there is no communication
between us’. The judge then declares that joint custody is impossible and awards custody to the
mother.
After a separation, when the man tries to go back to the house to claim his personal property, the
woman takes out an AVO and he is barred from the house. The man’s property then ‘disappears’.

3) Social Attitudes
Woodstra (1994) reports that a man who had been assaulted by his wife was being treated in
hospital, where his wife admitted her guilt to the hospital authorities. Yet the police laid no
charges until he pressed the matter. When he told his story in the Family Court in Toronto, the
courtroom burst into laughter, including the judge. The man then dropped the charges.
McNeely and Robinson-Simpson state that men increasingly are defenceless, both socially and
legally, when allegations of domestic violence are made (1987 cited in Mignon 1998 p.140).
Domestic violence is an issue framed in the media and in the political arena as one of male
perpetrators and female victims (Gross1992).
According to O’Donnel (1994), the American psychological community denies the existence of
abused men. Sarantakos (1999) states that in Australia a negativist attitude to husband abuse is
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sustained within the training schools of professions such as social workers, social welfare
officers and counselling psychologists, most of whom have learned to interpret domestic
violence as wife abuse. Sniechowski and Sherven (1995) feel that our culture as a whole has a
deep commitment to the belief that women are helpless and innocent.
Abuse of men is treated in the way that rape used to be, with victims considered to be as guilty as
their attackers. Men are disbelieved, ignored or treated with hostility (Thomas 1993 p.203).
When men who have been abused report the matter to telephone counselling services, they are
told to seek psychiatric help – not for the abuser but for themselves.
In his work with battered husbands, Thomas states that in all cases where the relationship ended
in divorce, the wife had convinced the police, social services, legal advisers and courts that she
had been the victim (1993 p.195). Society excuses female violence against men on the grounds
that they are supposedly more aggressive because of testosterone, and are stronger and larger
(O’Donnel 1994).
Kevin: I’ve put myself in my own prison because I don’t want to have any interaction with
society any more. I feel too vile, too dirty, because the mainstream of society says this kind of
behaviour from a woman is OK.
In all areas of life, men are viewed more harshly than women. This is reflected in the attitudes of
professionals, law enforcement agencies, the media, and society as a whole.
David: The culture denies that the man needs help after the breakup of a relationship, or indeed,
on how to function in a relationship. Therapists are not trained to look at gender issues from a
male perspective – not even male therapists. They are taught about female specific recovery or
people recovery, not male recovery. The culture presents women’s and men’s abuse in a different
way. It’s hard to describe female abuse unless its classically male – bashing you up or
something. Often it’s more covert and the damage is a lot harder to trace. When I originally told
a therapist I was sexually abused by a woman, he said, ‘that can’t happen – you’re a man’.
Another one said, ‘just forget about it; get on with your life’. That kind of response would never
be given to a woman, but it is typical for men.
Alan: Who to talk to for advice – family or friends? No way. I looked up the Yellow Pages. The
voice answering the phone at the Rape Crisis Centre said, ‘Only women are abused’. I spoke to
a doctor. She seemed to listen to my stammering for a few minutes and then while scribbling
asked, ‘What are you doing to make her behave that way?’
Andrew: Even after a lot of therapy I still feel that somehow I must have caused it all, because
there is a big part of me that can’t accept that women are bad. So if women are good and one of
these good people does terrible things to me, it must be my fault; I must be bad. I think because
society doesn’t accept that women can be abusive, if a woman is like that, she can’t accept that
she’s like that. Society says that women aren’t aggressive – women don’t attack men. So if a
woman attacks a man, it couldn’t possibly be aggression – it’s justified behaviour.
Malcolm: When you’re trying to be a good person and good partner and a good father and you
get trashed – to me that’s abusive. But our society doesn’t see it like that.
Evan: I phoned the domestic violence help line to try to resolve some issues concerning the
abuse, and the woman who answered the phone said, ‘If you admit that you are the perpetrator
and your wife says she has been victimised, then we can help you’.
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David: After I had ended my relationship with this woman, she still had a key to my house. She
kept on letting herself in when I was home. I managed to persuade her to hand over the key. I
had a spare one hidden. She found it and began to use that. I felt I was being stalked. I would
wake up in the morning and she would be in the house. But as a man I don’t have any right to
use the power that I have – which is physical. If I had thrown her out the door she would have
gone to the police and they would have said, ‘what did he do to you?’ and I would be in gaol. I
stopped leaving a spare key outside, and then one day she smashed the front door in. It was as
though she was telling me that she owned me. I had no privacy, no sanctuary from her – not even
my own bed. My programming as a man meant that I was unable, physically, to push her away.
A woman can overpower a man and he has no recourse in society. Therefore he has nowhere to
go.

4) Gender Roles
From the literature and from the data, it seems that men believe women are valued more highly
than they are, and that men are at a disadvantage in their heterosexual relationships.
Andrew: Something that comes up a lot in men’s groups is that men seem to need women more
than women need men. Maybe the fact that women are so self-sufficient means we see them as
superior to us. We need them so much we put them on a pedestal. And women will assume that
role quite naturally. And then men feel diminished by that.
Mervyn: Men feel it’s not manly to ask for help and support. If I don’t play the traditional male
role, if I admit I’ve been abused, I am vulnerable – my masculine identity is called into question.
David: Men are conditioned not to read books about the emotions – we’re supposed to do all the
rational stuff. Men are disempowered emotionally; they are taught to not have emotional
expression and outlets – and they’re not supposed to have friends they can talk emotionally to.
One of the results of feminism is that it gives this idealistic view of women in that they are
supposed to look at their victimship but they’re not supposed to look at the way they use power.
If the woman is always the victim, the only way she can solve the problem is by asserting herself.
So if she’s in the dominant position the man must have failed her in some way. But if she’s in the
submissive position then the man again is the one who’s failing.
The idea of ‘no means no’ only applies when women say it. I find myself in a position where I
feel tongue-tied in validating my own state. There is a hidden agenda that if a man wants sex, the
woman is quite at liberty to say ‘no’, but that if a woman wants sex, the man should always say
‘yes’. Also women can flaunt themselves sexually in any way they please and there is no
responsibility attached to that. If a man were to do something similar it would be a crime.
The powerlessness men experience as a result of female abuse and social structures and attitudes
is compounded by the conditioning society imposes upon them.
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D. THE CONSTRUCT OF MASCULINITY
Hudson and Jacot describe the phenomenon of the ‘male wound’ which arises from the fact that
at a very early age boys make a psychological transition away from the female norm (cited in
Thomas 1993 p.36). Whyte suggests that from the time they are weaned, boys, unlike girls, are
not comforted but are taught to go off and handle things alone. This lack of acceptance of a boy’s
feelings interferes with his understanding of himself (1997b p.1).
When a boy relinquishes the bond with his mother to show the world that he is not feminine, he
will be fearful of any traits, particularly emotionality, which are identified as feminine. He is left
‘open, vulnerable and unprotected’ (Goff 1998 p.5). In tribal culture the boy is initiated into the
world of the adult male. Since our culture has no rite of passage into manhood, the young man
rages against the mother in a defiant show of strength, to ward off the threat of being absorbed or
smothered by the mother (O’Connor 1993 p.28). The process of rejecting the nurturing female
world is seen by McLean as deeply scarring to the boy (1996 p.15).
Masculine behaviour seems to offer a security to men. It is like a mask which covers up what is
really underneath, often an insecure man with a ‘fragile sense of gender identity’ (Formaini 1990
p.13). The lack of help to grow into a man and the resulting desperate clinging to an ‘I’m fine’
facade has disastrous consequences. Men’s difficulties are with isolation. The enemies, the
prisons from which men must escape, are loneliness, compulsive competition, and lifelong
emotional timidity. Men who display anger are covering up feelings of fear and loneliness
(Biddulph 1995 p.24).
‘If a boy is four or five, he’s told he’s not supposed to cry. He’s not allowed to play with girls,
because if he does, he’s a cissy. He can’t hug boys, because if he does, he’s a poof. He can’t
hang around with Mum, because then he’d be a mother’s boy, and he can’t hang around with
Dad, because he’s not there. So from then until the age of eighteen he’s officially dissociated
from the human race’ (Thomas 1993 p.263).
‘Most men don’t have a life. Instead, we have just learned to pretend. Much of what men do is an
outer show, kept up for protection…. A boy’s spirit begins to shrivel very early in life, until
(often as not) he loses touch with it completely. By the time he becomes a man, he is like a tiger
raised in a zoo – confused and numb, with huge energies untapped. He feels that there must be
more, but does not know what that more is. So he spends his life pretending to be happy’ (op.cit.
p.1). ‘Manhood requires such a self-destructive identity… a shrinkage of the self, a turning away
from whole areas of life, that the man who obeys the demands of masculinity has become only
half-human’ (Horrocks 1994 p.25).
Farmer describes men as the ‘walking wounded’ (1991 p.3). When the wounds remain unhealed
men carry lasting pain, even though it is hidden behind a façade of male bravado. When men
deny their emotions, they can easily believe that only women have ‘feelings’, or more accurately,
that they don’t (Goff 1998 p.1). The only emotion they are allowed to display in public is anger,
and although men are intensely emotional, this realisation is hidden from them (McLean 1996 pp
20-21). McKissock believes that failing to feel one single emotion can lead to a shutdown in the
full spectrum of feelings – including anger (cited in Biddulph 1995 p.185).
In discussing the question of their conditioning with participants, I found that it affects men in
different ways. They can be totally cut off from their emotions, sometimes through fear of what
could happen if they allowed themselves to feel anything, or they can experience intense feelings
but believe that is ‘unmanly’ to display them. Another response is that having been taught not to
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express emotions in childhood, they may have difficulty in giving a name to what they are
feeling. In general, the men felt that their conditioning increased their sense of powerlessness.
Alan: I did not have a language to describe the feelings I had. I believe that when a boy has to
repress his emotions, he fails to learn a language to describe what he is feeling, so that in adult
life he is like a stranger to his emotions. The normal conversations one has with oneself I
couldn’t have because I didn’t have a language to describe it. If someone has asked me how I felt
about the situation, I wouldn’t have known how to answer them. I suppose bewildered. Because I
had always needed to explain things to myself and found that I couldn’t, I felt very frustrated
with myself for not knowing what was going on. I’d be conscious of great anxiety, that there was
something wrong, that I was not enjoying it – but I could not have described it to anyone. It’s
only in recent years that I’ve realised it was abuse.
Andrew: Men don’t give each other the emotional support that women give each other, so if the
woman is the only source of that in a man’s life, when she withholds it, he is terribly alone.
David: For a heterosexual man to get affection and love (not sex), he can only get it from his
partner when she says ‘yes’; he can’t get it from any other male or he’ll be called a homosexual
– even more by women than by men, and he can’t get it from any other woman – and remember
I’m only talking about affection. But the male then gets so needy for human physical contact of
any sort that he comes to believe that sex is the only way that he can get it. The woman then has
total power over him in that area. A woman can get affection from a range of females, but a man
can’t do the same. A man can become desperate for sex because it’s the only way he can get his
needs for affection met. Then the man is told he is bad because he’s obsessed by sex.

DISCUSSION
The sense of powerlessness which men experience, both in society and as a result of abuse by
their female partners, will be discussed in terms of disempowerment, judgment and identity
violation. I will critique feminist philosophy in terms of its effects on men, and analyse
archetypal patterns in gender relations today.
The theoretical perspective in social science which addresses issues of powerlessness is Critical
Theory. Its ontological basis is modified realism, where objectivity is located in the historically
and socially formed patterns arising from human struggle. It concerns the interests and values in
a particular society which help shape its dynamics. The epistemological position of Critical
Theory is subjectivist. Knowledge is historically situated and truth is whatever leads to
empowering for individuals (Le Compte in Guba (ed.) 1990 p.252).
Critical Theory seeks to uncover the causes of distorted communication and understanding and
to render individual and social processes transparent to the actors involved, thus enabling them to
pursue their further development (Smith in Guba (ed.) 1990 p.181). Habermas uses the
traditional Marxist category of alienation, i.e. all forms of human activity which are determined
by external forces rather than by the agents themselves (Dews 1999 p.5). He believes there is an
emancipatory interest of a pre-theoretical kind which is anchored in social reality itself. The
process of self-reflection is seen as an expression of that interest.
In drawing on the ideas of Critical Theory, I was seeking to explore the alienation which men
experience today. This results from a perspective which has come to form part of our culture that
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men are the oppressors; they are responsible for all the ills of society; they are intrinsically
inferior to women; they are the sole perpetrators of abuse; and they carry all the negative
characteristics of the human species.
I chose Critical Theory because the aim of this research was not to obtain an objective account of
the interactions between people in conflict, nor to suggest an interpretation of the dynamics. It
was to give disempowered men an opportunity to be heard, to be validated, and to gain further
insight into their oppression. It was also to analyse how the social structures which work against
men have served to increase both their disempowerment and the unwarranted guilt which many
of them hold towards women.
The distorted communication which Critical Theory addresses involves ideas which come to be
accepted by a society in a manner which precludes critical examination by the individuals
affected by them. The workings of the external forces responsible for the generation of these
ideas may not be apparent, so the disempowerment is concealed.
Masculinity is a construct with obscure origins. It is predicated on competition and the need to
win, a fear of losing face, a fear of being seen to be vulnerable, and a fear of disapproval by
others. These requirements of masculinity are rarely challenged by men, who expend enormous
amounts of time and energy trying to prove to themselves and to the world that they are
successful and are fulfilling their given role.
Society says to men ‘If you perform, you will get love and respect; if you fail, you will be a
nothing’ (Farrell 1994 p.15). Every man has to strive to reach a position of power and control,
where he will be safe. Rich suggests that we have created a society in which men are so fearful
of not measuring up that many would rather succeed at suicide than be perceived as failures
(Cose 1995 p.198).
Although men hold dominant positions in society, there are only a few who win over others and
stay at the top. The remainder are on the periphery. They are lonely, isolated and confused. Men
are divided against each other and live in constant fear of humiliation and in fear of other men
(Goff 1998 p.5). McLean sees men as competitors rather than allies. ‘A “real man” stands alone
– alone from women and from other men’ (1996 p.16).
Whereas tribal men proved their worth by enduring painful initiating ceremonies, men today
have to constantly prove themselves in the workplace. Tacey suggests that in whipping men into
a frenzy of over-achievement, tyrannical employers can exacerbate men’s performance anxieties
and their feelings of low self-worth (1997 p.124).
Women’s criticism of men has become so culturally acceptable that if a man tries to defend
himself, or males generally, he is accused of sexism and of demeaning women (Arndt 1995
p.221). Women have come to regard themselves as victims, whose only means of achieving
justice is to struggle for power against their male oppressors. The justification for the abuse of
men by women is that in living in a male dominated world, women are forced to act in this way.
Any condemnation of their actions comes from a male frame of reference and is therefore
unreliable. The ideological presumption which underlies this position is that since men have
greater financial resources and hold the most powerful positions in society, they cannot be in the
position of victim.
Whereas ‘power’ is normally defined as control over other people, income and status, Farrell
sees it as involving control over our own lives. This includes access to internal rewards and
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resources such as the capacity for emotional release and a positive self-concept (1986 p.9). A
problem for women is that since female powerlessness implies male power, they find it difficult
to comprehend the idea of male powerlessness.
When a woman engages in persistent, unprovoked physical and verbal attack, humiliates her
partner, forces him to be totally accountable to her, threatens his safety and that of his children,
undermines his authority, manipulates him into staying in the relationship, and persuades others
(including authority figures) that she, not he, is the victim, she is destroying any sense of
personal power and autonomy which the man may once have possessed.
Rather than feeling powerful in their public and private lives, Horrocks says ‘many men are
haunted by feelings of emptiness, impotence and rage. They feel abused, unrecognised by
modern society’ (1994 p.1). A result of male conditioning is that men are ashamed of owning up
to feelings of powerlessness. ‘Their identity is fragile; their options are limited; their
contributions are discounted; and their very essence is reviled…Most would rather die a
thousand horrible deaths than admit that they are in pain’ (Cose 1995 p.36). This is reinforced by
social attitudes where a cry of help is seen as disgraceful if it comes from a man. Many of the
participants were overwhelmed with feelings of shame at their inability to solve the problem of
the abuse or to extricate themselves from the situation.
Although women have demanded equal opportunities in employment and career (the traditional
male domain), they have been unwilling to grant men equal power in the home (the female
domain). Women are still the ‘gatekeepers’ when it comes to the way the children will be raised
and in most aspects of family life. As Horrocks states, ‘In our culture there is a visible patriarchy
– the economic and social dominance of men over women – and an invisible matriarchy – the
emotional dominance of women over men’ (1994 p.27). He sees men as occupying a ‘no-man’sland’, guilty about their traditional areas of power on the one hand, but afraid to go into new
areas dominated by women.
The male is seen as potentially violent because of his higher testosterone levels. The justice
system imposes penalties for physical violence but not for psychological abuse. Many of the
participants felt that the constant denigration they experienced was even more damaging to their
self esteem than the episodes of physical attack.
Disempowerment has traditionally been seen as the result of an interaction between powerful and
oppressed groups. Whyte suggests that the oppression of men does not fall within this definition.
There is no well-identified powerful group which oppresses men. Rather it is the whole of
society (1998a p.1).
A similar argument is used by Fauldi when she asks ‘Why don’t contemporary men rise up in
protest against their betrayal?… Why don’t they challenge the culture as women did?’ Her
explanation is not the typical feminist argument that men are unwilling to give up the reins of
power. (She feels they have lost that anyway.) Rather it is that whereas women were fighting
against something identifiable, male domination, men have no clearly defined enemy. Men
cannot be oppressed when the culture has already identified them as the oppressors and when
they see themselves that way (1990 p.604).
The participants who reported their abuse to authorities were treated with disdain or disbelief.
Alternatively they were blamed for causing the abuse, or encouraged to seek help – of the kind
offered to individuals with psychological dysfunction. This ‘socially formed pattern arising from
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human struggle’ has resulted in a refusal to accept that the group whose behaviour was allegedly
the original cause of the struggle, could now find itself in a situation of oppression.
The process of reflecting on their situation has an emancipatory potential for men. Such an
activity, according to Habermas, is fundamental to the way a society functions.
The manner in which I conducted the interviews was felt by participants to be validating and
affirming. In expressing my horror at what they had been subjected to, I was giving them the
space they needed, both to tell me their story and to express the deep emotions associated with
abuse and betrayal. Many of them had few opportunities to speak to anyone in an atmosphere of
trust and acceptance.
I was able to share with participants the findings of research which suggests that women are at
least as violent as men in the context of their relationships, and also the stories of other men who
had been through similar ordeals. In discussing social attitudes I suggested that if I had been in a
different profession I would probably never have recognised the pain men are suffering, and
would simply have accepted the feminist agenda and the discourse of the superiority of women.
For any group to experience disempowerment, it must be deemed inferior and dangerous. Men
are now suffering under the weight of this judgment. Society attributes negative characteristics to
males and positive characteristics to females. The former are associated with the worst aspects of
a technological society, whereas the latter are seen as its salvation.
In recent years western culture has been strongly influenced by radical feminist theory, which
holds that the sexes are adversarially poised. All forms of oppression derive from the power men
have over women, which becomes a model for men’s pursuit of power over other men as well.
Men are seen as a class of abusers, from which arise individuals with greater or lesser abusive
capacity.
This belief is reflected in the American education system, where a doctrine that masculinity is
evil and boys should be raised as girls has resulted in boys as young as six being accused of
misogyny (Summers 2000, p.8). Daly regards phallocracy as ‘the most basic, radical and
universal societal manifestation of evil’ (1984 p.164). She sees it as the underlying cause of
genocide, racism, nuclear and chemical contamination, and spiritual pollution. Men are alleged
to behave in a self-satisfied and unrestrained way, and the benefit they receive from patriarchy
causes them to perpetuate the system. Daly believes women must regard men as the ‘enemy’
since they are the planners and controllers of patriarchy, and that women must blame men for the
present situation rather than seeing it as the workings of impersonal forces.
A widely-held feminist view is that early matriarchal societies were a form of paradise. Sheaffer
refers to a ‘feminist fable’ based on this idea, in which men alone are responsible for evil and
women represent everything good (1997 p.2). Since victimhood is associated with innocence, the
alleged moral disparity between the sexes is given even greater credence because of women’s
past oppression. Taking the moral high ground allows women to act towards men in the roles of
judge and executioner. Despite the pain and humiliation experienced by the participants in this
study, most of them still held to the idea that ‘women are better than men’.
The attitude of some feminists towards men is described by Tacey: ‘the penis is linked with rape,
manhood is synonymous with violence, maleness is a violation of an innately feminine nature,
and indeed masculinity itself is no more than an abominable fiction or construct that
“progressive” politics must attempt to destroy’ (1997 p.6). He also writes that in most
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profeminist discourses, the phallus is an organ of shame and guilt and is a symbol of woman’s
oppression and defilement. Male character and personality is attacked ‘as if every man were a
terrible rapist or mankind a one-eyed Cyclops’ (op.cit. p.50).
Connell discusses a powerful current in feminism which sees masculinity as ‘more or less
unrelieved villainy’. He feels this leads men into ‘a paralyzing politics of guilt’ (cited in Tacey
1997 p.50). Sometimes it seems that everything a man does is bad. ‘He’s the abuser. He’s the
control freak’ (Cose 1995 p.37).
Being seen as the ‘bad ones’ means that men have difficulty in recovering from their hurts.
Thomas suggests that men succumb to feelings of self-hatred when faced with accusations that
they are ‘bad people who must be blamed for what is wrong with the world and who cannot
expect to be treated with kindness or consideration’ (1993 p.11).
In Whyte’s theory, a result of external, institutionalised oppression is the creation of ‘distress
recordings’. Past invalidations of a man have the effect on him as if they were still being
received and currently invalidating him. Men ‘internalise the endless criticism that drenches
society’ and they feel responsible for everything that is wrong in the world (1998a p.3). This
‘internalized oppression’ operates so as to have the man believing the negative male stereotypes.
It leaves him feeling discouraged, isolated, guilty, depressed, angry, and vulnerable to interacting
with other men’s negative recordings (1998b p.2). At various times during the period of abuse,
most of the participants suffered from depression, despair and emotional withdrawal.
The idea that society’s problems are caused by males is reflected in programs for families
involved in domestic violence. In the United States the Duluth Model defines battering as ‘a
conscious strategy by men to assert male dominance over women’ (Hoff 1998 p.1). The cause of
battery is said to be the fact that men are the beneficiaries of male privilege and they sit on top of
a patriarchal power pyramid. Men are ‘re-educated’ about their privileged position until they
admit they are responsible for all violence in their relationships. In Washington, a treatment
program for both male and female batterers includes an indoctrination course which states that
the cause of all violence is men’s oppression of women. There is thus a ‘blame and shame’
approach for male batterers and a ‘blame the victim’ approach for female batterers.
When men are judged within the context of their intimate relationships and by society as a
whole, they experience a violation of their identity.
In a recent development in Critical Theory, Honneth proposes that human identity develops in
the social forms of communication in the individual’s life experience. An important factor in
successful identity formation is emotional concern in an intimate relationship. Intuitive notions
of justice are connected with respect for one’s own dignity, honour and integrity. The normative
presupposition of all communication is to be found in the acquisition of ‘social recognition’.
Subjects encounter each other within the parameters of the reciprocal expectation that they will
receive recognition as moral persons. When this does not happen, people experience the
constriction of their moral point of view, which is experienced as a violation of their identity.
Typical responses to such violations are shame, anger and indignation (in Dews (ed.) 1999
p.329).
Whereas some of the participants experienced feelings of worthlessness as a result of their abuse,
others expressed outrage at their partner’s attempts to hurt and humiliate them. Honneth
describes these experiences as feelings of ‘social disrespect’ (ibid.).
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In the formation of male identity, a man is placed in the situation of having to disown his
fundamental identity as a human being. To develop a ‘self’, a person has to experience
relationships of intimacy, trust and commitment. The absence of the kind of inner self-validation
which arises from such relationships results in an intense need for external approval (Griffith in
Boud and Griffin (eds.) 1987 p.52). For a man to pass society’s test of ‘manhood’, he has to be
on guard against the judgment of other men, and is thus forced to close down his basic human
capacity for empathy (Stoltenberg in Schacht and Ewing (eds.) 1998 p.152). The absence of
experiences of empathy works against the development of a strong sense of self.
Whyte suggests that the relationships men form once their emotions are suppressed are based on
seeing themselves not as who they are but as what they do. In being conditioned to identify with
their work, men do not see their internal reality as of any significance (1998a p.3). Most of the
participants said they worked extremely long hours and felt that by doing so they were fulfilling
the role expected of them.
As a result of their conditioning, men in society are seen as the ‘rational’ ones. They are valued
for their logic and their ability to accomplish tasks. They will therefore tend to focus their efforts
on activity which will enhance their masculine identity. Some men in the study reported that
although at times they were encouraged by their partners to express their feelings, when they did
so, those feelings were often ridiculed. This worked against the development of an identity which
would have facilitated the expression of their basic needs.
Despite their attempts to construct a masculine identity, men often feel they have not attained it.
Formaini writes, ‘Of all the men I see in therapy, not one of them feels himself to be masculine.
They feel as though they are failures because they don’t measure up to what they believe
masculine men ought to be’ (1990 p.8). Whyte suggests that the worse a man feels about himself
as a man, the more he tends to act from his male role conditioning in order to feel better, but that
in acting against his basic nature he increases his sense of self rejection (1997a p.1).
Several participants resented the fact that men are portrayed as aggressive and abusive when they
saw themselves as gentle and caring. They felt that since there is only a negative identity given to
men by society, it was difficult for them to find a recognisable masculine identity consistent with
the qualities they believed they possessed.
When a man is given recognition only in terms of his constructed masculine image, he
experiences a form of non-recognition which in Honneth’s view constitutes the threat of a loss of
personality. Boys are taught about the demands the culture will make on them as men. Formaini
believes that defining the male in this way creates a division between the natural process of
development and the contrived process which is the outcome of that conditioning. ‘Men’s
emotions and their bodies are separated by a gulf as deep as the split in their internal reality.
Because they are trained to be harsh, they are divided from the natural human connection of love
and tenderness’ (1990 p.37).
The problem of splitting is addressed by McLean, who feels that men are required to maintain
discrete islands of consciousness that are mutually incompatible, but that they are completely
unaware of the contradictions involved (1996 p.20) Society says that men are supposed to be
strong, powerful and courageous, but then they are told that these characteristics are not
desirable. Whyte suggests that male sexuality is deemed to be compulsive, impersonal,
objectifying, coercive, active, driven to orgasm, proving of manhood. A man has either not
enough of this conditioning and he is seen as a ‘poof’ or he has too much and he’s a rapist and a
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monster. If a man does not fit the stereotype he is considered to possess some personal flaw. The
result of these attitudes is that men are confused about their sexual identity (1997b p.2).
The social recognition which Honneth describes can be conveyed verbally or through acts of
physical contact. Foucault states that bodies became the objects of new disciplinary sciences as
new technologies of power brought them under control (Connell 1995 p.49). Men are allowed
demonstrations of affection only on the sporting field and within their own families. They are
required to exercise extraordinary restraint in the area of dress and general behaviour, so that
they are denied the opportunity for a full expression of their humanity. Since the body is an
expression of the innermost being, men are forced to exist in a social environment where their
basic identity is surrounded with suspicion.
There are no social policies regarding men who are abused by their female partners and
consequently there is no help given to them. When official sources suggest that the ‘abused man’
is a myth, the man himself may wonder whether or not he exists. Several of the participants said
that as a result of being invalidated both by their partner and by society, they had contemplated
or even attempted suicide.
The man’s need for ‘emotional concern in an intimate relationship’ was cruelly denied by those
women who physically attacked their partners. Apart from the injuries received, the man was
both fearful for his safety and placed in a situation where he could not find support or help – or
even anyone who would believe his story. Some of the women seemed to have a need to make
the man into a different person from what he was by constantly taunting him in the hope that he
would lose control and violate his own standards of behaviour. This would then force him to call
into question his own sense of identity.
A form of treatment which is psychologically destabilising is to place a person in a situation
where he is punished for whatever choice he makes. Some of the participants tried to create
harmony in their relationships by acceding to all their partner’s demands. This failed however
when the woman found a reason to condemn a particular behaviour on one occasion, only to
condemn its opposite on another. The woman in such cases was denying the man’s expectations
of reciprocal recognition based on an assumption of consistent behaviour. The man experienced
confusion and a sense of alienation.
In Honneth’s theory, forms of communication are determinants of identity. Common behaviours
of abusive women included the complete withdrawal of communication, this form of punishment
in some cases lasting for several weeks. Refusal to acknowledge the existence of another person
represents a negation of that person’s being. The men who were subjected to that treatment
experienced it as total rejection.
Despite their programming by society, most men long for a relationship of intimacy and trust.
This longing was so intense with some of the participants, that they were willing to risk
disclosing weaknesses and vulnerabilities to their partner in the hope that this would lead to a
strengthening of the relationship. When the woman subsequently used this information to
humiliate them, they were overwhelmed by feelings of betrayal.
Those participants who were forced to have sex under threat of punishment or humiliation
experienced a violation of their identity at a very deep level. Their view of their own masculinity
was seriously challenged, as was their perception of themselves as worthwhile human beings.
They were deprived of any sense of autonomy, self-respect, or the opportunity to enter into an
experience of self-giving and mutual enrichment.
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The abusive woman’s need to exercise total power over the man was evident in situations where
he managed to find the kind of help which was affirming of his identity. This was perceived by
his partner as a threat to her position of domination and she would increase the level of abuse.
The man would then experience an even greater sense of inadequacy in being unable to
formulate strategies to resolve the situation.
The development of self esteem is an essential part of the formation of an adequate self concept.
In an intimate relationship the partner’s opinion is of critical importance in this process. Some
women sought to undermine the man’s belief in himself through derogatory comments about his
appearance, his personality characteristics and his place in the world.
The absence of a secure sense of identity is associated with a problem in defining personal
boundaries. An abused man may be unsure as to where his reality ends and his partner’s begins.
This may cause him to accept his partner’s negative view of him, even when there is no evidence
to support such a position. The majority of the participants, at the height of the abuse, had come
to accept that they were totally responsible for their partner’s behaviour, either because of their
own inadequacies, or because they had done something to provoke the abuse. The woman had
undermined the man’s sense of himself to such an extent that he came to see himself through her
eyes as ‘less than a man’, or he no longer had any sense of what it was to be a man.
In applying the principles of Critical Theory, I was seeking to help men understand that they are
not inferior to women, they are not responsible for the problems of our civilization, and there is
no moral or social justification for their abuse by women.
In contrast to the belief that patriarchy arose from a male obsession with power, Fisher (1979)
believes that when the culture changed from hunting and gathering to farming and the
domestication of animals, social pressures and material necessity resulted in the need for
reproductive control which ended up in the hands of men. Morgan (1982) suggests that women
were for the most part responsible for the division of labour which resulted in the present system
(cited in Hunter (1993) p.32).
Patriarchy arose also as a result of the evolution in ideas. With the Enlightenment’s elevation of
reason, the emotions became devalued, and with the scientific discoveries of the 17th century,
progress became identified with the domination of nature. Since women were regarded as being
closer to nature and also more emotional than rational, men were seen as the natural leaders
(Seidler 1995 pp.27-30). This historical development did not represent some form of conspiracy
on the part of men to oppress women. Rather, men drew incorrect conclusions about the
relationship between reason and emotions, spirit and matter.
The image of men as violent and dangerous (in comparison with women) is challenged by
Thomas (1993), who points out that the group most at risk for homicide in the United Kingdom
is that of children under the age of one. Their murderers are mainly women. In New South
Wales, between 1968 and 1986, women committed 53.2 per cent of homicides involving victims
under ten years of age (Arndt 1995 p.222). Society makes all kinds of allowances for female
homicidal acts, but no such compassion is shown towards males. Organisations established to
help victims of domestic violence are often staffed by women described by Young as ‘gender
feminists’, who link male violence with patriarchy, but are silent about the high incidence of
violence in lesbian relationships (1997 p.2).
A female counsellor writes:
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‘I’ve spoken with thousands …of men who are victims of domestic violence. Knifed, hit over
the head with heavy ashtrays, with telephones, pushed through dining room windows, run over,
burned, noses broken, beaten, kicked… Men are not the violent time bombs that propaganda lead
us to expect; this false image is the result of politicised hysteria and tendentious surveys’ (LFAA
1998 p.8).
McLean describes the dilemmas men face when described as oppressors:
‘If my sense of identity is deeply tied up with being a man, and men are oppressors, where does
that leave me? In seeking change, am I in effect writing myself out of existence? What does it
mean to say that men are in a position of power, when I personally feel powerless? And how do I
understand the pain, suffering and sense of injustice that I also experience?’ (1996 p.13).
An early feminist theory proposed by de Beauvoir (1953) suggests that the cause of women’s
subordination is that men are defined as the ‘Self’, with women placed in the category of the
‘Other’. Whether or not that perspective was true for that era, the opposite is now the case with
regard to the perceived worth of the sexes. Tacey believes that when one gender [the feminine]
becomes ‘god-like’, the other, by way of archetypal compensation, assumes a demonic
appearance (1997 p.24). Since feminists see women being on a higher plane than men, it is the
latter who are now designated as ‘other’.
Concepts come to be accepted in a society through the emergence of what Foucault describes as
‘discourses’. These are shared meanings or bodies of knowledge – ‘systematic conceptual
frameworks which define their own truth criteria’ (Crotty 1998 p.200). They operate largely at
the level of the unconscious. Sheaffer believes that the ideas of the ‘politically correct feminist
movement’ have become so much a part of our way of thinking that any critical scrutiny of the
feminists’ claims amounts to ‘blaming the victim’, and that in this context a large portion of the
educated public has unquestioningly accepted ‘a great deal of selective truth, half-truth, and even
untruth.’ (1997 p.1).
An indication of which discourses have come to form part of our social fabric is the policy and
practices of the media. Material will not be presented which could be construed as being negative
to women. Men are consistently portrayed as defective or incompetent. They are seen as a threat
to women and children, or even worse, as having no real value in their children’s lives. Arndt
suggests that extremist feminist views on men are regularly promoted, women’s groups are given
the opportunity to criticise any material which runs counter to feminist arguments, but there is no
attempt to allow men to critique feminists’ claims (1995 p.225).
The radical feminist position has been criticised on the basis of its essentialism, in that it sees all
men as aggressors and all women as victims. The idea that in a democratic society men are the
only ones empowered to act, means that women must be either naturally submissive to men,
brainwashed by men, or afraid of men. This suggests that women have weaker wills or more
fragile psyches – which is at odds with feminist beliefs (Cose 1995 p.13). Curthoys feels that
radical feminists’ biological determinism leads to a rejection of the ideal of men and women
sharing child-rearing on the grounds that since men are evil, children should be reared only by
women (1988 p.65).
By deeming men as the ‘bad’ ones, women have felt free to construct the world of relationships
to suit their own purposes. Surveys show that a man’s earning potential is the major factor in a
woman’s attraction to him. Knowing this, men believe their role is to be a good provider. But
after fulfilling that role to the best of their ability, many men are rejected because they are not
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displaying more ‘feminine’ characteristics. ‘They are sneered at for showing their love by doing’
(Arndt 1995 p.227).
In today’s society many men are powerless, while women are gaining increasing political and
financial power. These facts alone expose the fallacy of a power division along gender lines.
Also such an approach denies both men and women their individuality and ignores the variety of
roles we play in an increasingly complex world. Horrocks points out that feminism is concerned
with power relations in the external or the ‘real’ world. He sees this as a materialist stance in its
presupposition that there is an objective material world independent of human consciousness
(1994 p.39).
Radical feminism has been linked with Marxism as being a mono-theory since it posits one
factor, sex stratification, as the source of all oppression and fails to recognise the socially
constructed nature of our attitudes and behaviour. Yeatman challenges the idea of gender identity
being assigned a given and prior status. She writes, ‘We cannot know who we are until we act
and our action always takes place in a particular context of relationship’ (in Caine and Pringle
(eds.) 1995 p.55).
Some sociologists have criticised the theory as representing ‘another form of the naturalistic
fallacy of Rousseau in that it sees woman as nature and man as culture, labels all social problems
“culture” and then advocates overthrowing culture for the liberation of women’ (Hunter 1993
p.3). ‘Patriarchy oppresses…to the detriment of all life on this planet’ (Hunter 1993 p.19). This
statement suggests that patriarchy is not a system in which one group (men) enjoy all the benefits
of civilization through their exercise of power over another group (women). Rather, patriarchy is
a system which evolved as a result of changing material circumstances and developments in the
history of thought. Historically it has brought great benefits and great losses. The benefits have
been external – higher standards of living, increased life expectancy. The losses have been
internal – the devaluing of the emotions, the reduction of the spiritual to the material, and the
destruction of our deepseated connections to the planet. These losses are unrelated to gender.
Tacey describes certain feminists seeking the overthrow of patriarchy as ‘motivated by revenge
and the desire to find a scapegoat for human evil’ (1997 p.41). He believes that those who see
only men’s power and not men’s suffering become intolerant, moralistic, punishing and guiltridden. Feminists’ statements that the phallus is a symbol of woman’s oppression and defilement,
Tacey regards as indicative of psychic disturbance (op.cit. p.51). In analysing the effects of
‘politically correct feminism’, Sheaffer refers to Nietzsche’s warning against systems of morality
grounded in what he called ressentiment, which embody the covert destructiveness of those who
desire revenge against those they envy (1997 p.8)
Daly’s theory that men have an innate need to act in an unrestrained and self-satisfied way in
exerting power over women, cannot be sustained in the light of the fact that boys are under
severe social pressure in the process of their conditioning as males. This conditioning involves a
ruthless suppression of their feminine side and the adoption of behaviours which are basically
alien to them. Even theorists who are sympathetic to the plight of men today find it difficult to
rid themselves of the idea that ‘men have all the power’. They are assuming that since there are
more males than females in positions of authority, males will make decisions and create policies
favourable to men. Even if the foregoing were true in respect of the corporate world and large
institutions, it does not hold in the area of public policy. It is not reflected in the treatment of
men by government departments and instrumentalities and by the legal system. Males in
positions of power in the public sphere have so absorbed the feminist agenda that they are in fact
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being patriarchal in the sense of being dominant and intolerant, but it is a ‘feminist patriarchy’
which is being imposed.
Because of the shift in the perception of men and the prejudice against them in the public
domain, women are now in a position of being able to exploit that power to the detriment of men.
A woman can abuse a man with impunity, since she knows he will have little, if any, recourse in
the legal system, and that in the event of a breakdown in the relationship, she will have custody
of the children and can use them as a weapon against her partner.
The above will be seen as a disparaging view of women, but it compares favourably with the
radical feminists’ view of men. The reality is that the majority of men and women seek to
develop loving relationships with their partners and their children. Where a relationship runs into
difficulty and one partner engages in abusive behaviour, the causes will most likely include
unresolved problems in the abusive person’s family of origin. Although I have not found any
research which confirms this hypothesis, the anecdotal evidence from case histories strongly
supports it.
There are certain aspects of human personality which have come to be regarded as feminine.
Since these qualities are the ones which the patriarchal system requires men to suppress,
patriarchy can be seen as more psychologically damaging to men than it is to women. Horrocks
writes that the men who see him in therapy say to him, ‘to become the man I was supposed to be,
I had to destroy my most vulnerable side, my sensitivity, my femininity, my creativity’ (1994
p.25).
In Jungian thought, the ‘shadow’ consists of those characteristics which people fear and despise
and cannot accept within themselves. Where the shadow is not acknowledged by the individual,
its contents are projected on to others, who are then deemed to possess those undesirable traits.
Although the shadow is basically personal, groups of people and whole societies can have a
collective shadow, through which other groups are designated as inferior. Groups which have
been the recipients of this kind of projection include Jews, gypsies, blacks and homosexuals.
Radical feminists and others in society are projecting a collective shadow on to men, based on a
simplistic form of reasoning: men are psychologically and spiritually inadequate; they have all
the power; therefore their failures are the cause of all the problems in civilization. As is the case
with all group projections, whether they have a racial, class or gender basis, the more the
proponents of patriarchal feminism project their shadow, the less they recognise their own
impoverishment, and the more the objects of their projection sink under its weight.
In such a situation men can project their shadow on to other men. Instead of distinguishing
between good and bad forms of masculinity, they can come to accept that masculinity itself is
evil. One of the reasons for abused men finding no help in society, and instead being accused of
abusive behaviour themselves, is that male judges, barristers, psychiatrists, police officers and
public officials will go to extraordinary lengths to assist women who make false allegations of
abuse by men, even to the point of fabricating evidence on their behalf. Many of the participants
suffered from this form of injustice.
In an archetypal analysis of what is happening in society today, Tacey states that we have moved
from a Zeus-like liberational pattern, where the father is tricked into releasing all the forms and
figures he has devoured, to a new mythic territory where the emphasis is upon killing the father.
The former is a creative act; the latter leads to Oedipal regression and incestuous coupling with
the maternal source. When society is caught in the Oedipal mode, it does not move beyond the
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father after killing him, but moves back into a chaotic, pre-patriarchal age where the father’s
order is absent and consciousness is ruined (1997 pp.49-50).
The idealisation of the maternal and the feminine involves the lack of recognition of the
‘devouring’ nature of the maternal archetype. Tacey believes men need to develop enough
masculine potential to stand against the might of the primal feminine, symbolised by the dragon
mother.
When male or female public officials disempower men, they are murdering the archetypal father.
When sections of the men’s movement allow themselves to experience a collective guilt because
they happen to have been born male, and at the same time seek to suppress their masculine
characteristics, they are succumbing to the power of the archetypal feminine. This can also
happen when men allow women to abuse them on the basis that there is something inherently
lacking in masculinity.
Critical social theorists believe that ideology can become a form of false consciousnes in that it
supports unjust social practices (Mezirow 1990 p.15). Ideology can cause the members of the
oppressed category to believe that there is something intrinsic and natural about the way they are
treated, rather than something socially constructed (Hunter 1993 p.5).
People in an ‘enlightened’ society believe that equality before the law is fundamental to its
political and social philosophy. Such equality, they would claim, extends to an individual’s
dealings with government and public institutions. Where there is a discrepancy between official
policy and the manner in which it is implemented, it can be even more difficult for
disempowered individuals to realise that they are, in fact, part of an oppressed group, and that the
unacknowledged policies and practices which work against them have arisen because of a
perception in society that they deserve exactly what they get. Just as in the more traditional cases
of oppression, men can also come to believe that there is something ‘intrinsic and natural’ about
the way they are treated.
Critical Theory’s task is to assist in raising the consciousness of disempowered people so that
they no longer conspire in their own oppression. People can be unaware of their oppression
because of the effects of their socialisation. In the lives of males, this socialisation begins at a
young age, when the boy leaves the security of the maternal world to forge an uncertain identity
which is forever under challenge, the essence of that identity being regarded with perpetual
suspicion.
One of the difficulties in helping men to understand their oppression is connected with another
aspect of that conditioning. Males are taught that to be a man means to be a winner – in every
area of life. Several participants said to me, ‘I will tell you my story, but only on the condition
that you do not describe me as a victim. I don’t see myself that way. I made a bad choice and I
lived with the consequences’. In those cases it was not possible for me to do any ‘consciousness
raising’. The man would have experienced it as a challenge to his masculinity.
Many of the participants felt that there was something fundamentally wrong with our social
structure, but they believed that the forces against them would make any protest futile. The lack
of response to their abuse had made them distrustful of authority. Originally they believed that
there was some basic moral law on which our society is built. Having lost faith in the system,
some of them also said they had ceased to believe in the concept of morality. The principles they
once taught their children they felt they could no longer live by.
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In their experiences of disempowerment, judgment and identity violation, the men expressed
various emotions, but the most poignant and distressing to me as a researcher was their sense of
hopelessness and betrayal. In telling these men that I would publish their stories, I felt I was
giving them some faint hope that the world could become a better place. I suggested to them that
there are now many people who believe what they are saying and who will do everything they
can to bring that knowledge to the wider community.
Having come to some understanding of the pain men suffer, I was unprepared for the anger I felt,
not towards those women who refused to believe the depths to which our sex can sink, but to
those men who were not part of the project but who made the comment, ‘Men have it made. We
don’t need a men’s movement. Those men you interviewed – they were just losers.’

CONCLUSION
My hypotheses were confirmed concerning both men’s suffering at the hands of their female
partners and also the prejudices of society. However I underestimated both the extent of the
suffering and the degree of discrimination against men by the police, the courts and child welfare
agencies, and in the overall implementation of public policy.
In giving abused men a voice and the opportunity to tell their stories in an atmosphere of trust, I
went on a journey of discovery. As an abused person, I was giving myself a voice. The men’s
pain became my pain, their injustice my injustice, their anger my anger. I listened to myself as I
listened to them, and in helping to free them, I freed myself. My inner processes were facilitated
by the validation which I as a woman receive from society, and I sought to bring something of
that hope and vision to the men whose stories I was privileged to share.In support groups all over the country, men are learning about their emotional life. They are
seeking the kind of inner freedom which women rightly enjoy. But the fight for their
emancipation is not theirs alone. Just as men in positions of power originally gave women their
social and political rights, so women today must exercise their power in standing for the rights of
those men who are struggling against overwhelming odds, and whose pain has no name.
Modern man’s aspirations include not only liberation from exterior pressures
which prevent his fulfilment as a member of a certain social class, country or
society. He seeks likewise an interior liberation, in an individual and intimate
dimension; he seeks liberation not only on a social plane but also on a
psychological. He seeks an interior freedom understood however not as an
ideological evasion from social responsibility or as the internalization of a
situation of dependency. Rather it must be in relation to the real world of the
human psyche. (Gutierrez 1974 p.30)
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