Respect’s Second Research Roundtable
Can Gender Explain Men’s Violence Against Women?
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Respect receives funding from the Tudor Trust for policy and research activities.  As part of this, we are holding a series of research roundtables, bringing together key academics to discuss a particular theme.  The idea is to stimulate lively debate, consider existing research and look at what the gaps are and how they might be filled.  The first research roundtable was on the evaluation of perpetrator programmes.  This second roundtable focused on gender and how much it can explain men’s violence against women.  We held the roundtable in the Northern Rock Foundation’s offices in Newcastle upon Tyne, ahead of our conference on the same topic, in January 2008.

We chose gender as a topic, as we’d become increasingly aware of a variety of challenges to the feminist model of understanding domestic violence which spoke of gender symmetry, gender neutrality and common couple violence.  The roundtable was an opportunity to hear more from researchers who champion these models, to explore the validity of these concepts, considering what they have to offer practice and policy, and to challenge them from a feminist perspective.

We invited two speakers to the roundtable – Nicola Graham Kevan and Thangam Debbonaire – to present different areas of debate, and were joined by over twenty academics and representatives from key agencies.  This is a contentious issue and there was quite a buzz in the air!  You can read more as both speakers have written articles in this newsletter, but here is a flavour of the main areas of debate.

Nicola Graham-Kevan, from the University of Central Lancashire, presented a review of the academic literature on domestic violence in relation to gender.  Nicola said that she initially had a feminist perspective on domestic violence until she discovered research such as Michael Johnson’s study on gender symmetry/common couple violence
, and that reading his research encouraged her to challenge ideologies such as patriarchy and male privilege being causal factors of domestic violence.  Nicola conducted a study with John Archer in which she believes they found gender symmetry in domestic violence, and has concluded that women are as violent as men.  Nicola believes that rather than patriarchy and male dominance being an underlying factor in domestic violence, it is instead, control related to hostile beliefs, aggression and personality disorder traits.  During her presentation Nicola referred to Michael Johnson, Martin Fever, Richard Felson, and John Archer as researchers who she believed concluded similar findings.  However, not everyone agreed with this.

During this presentation the roundtable participants, many with a feminist perspective on violence against women, were visibly uncomfortable with what was being put forward.  The controversial ideas were met with concerned expressions.  Nicola challenged the participants of the roundtable to show her any research that samples male and female perpetrators and victims, that does not conclude that women are as violent as men.

On behalf of Respect, Thangam Debbonaire gave a presentation from a feminist perspective.  She highlighted concerns about the consequences of a gender neutral or common couple violence model and how this distorts the reality of domestic violence.

Thangam discussed many issues including male socialisation, gender based expectations, societal attitudes and beliefs and the importance of understanding the context of these issues when working with violent men.  She referred to Evan Stark and Anne Flitcraft’s work on homicide in which they identified that the majority of domestic homicides, of both men and women, are caused by male abuse of women – a marked lack of gender symmetry.  And she also responded to Nicola’s conclusion about Johnson’s research.  Thangam believes that Johnson is often misquoted and misused to support ideas about gender symmetry and common couple violence, when actually he does fully recognise that the majority of domestic violence is gendered.
The roundtable discussion following the presentations was, as you might expect, passionate but respectful.  The majority of people present did not agree with Nicola and raised concerns about her research, with questions about data collection and methodology as well as the research’s conclusions.  Particular worries were voiced about the consequences for women and children’s safety when gender is discounted, and how a de-gendered perspective impacts on the effectiveness of work with perpetrators.

Although the roundtable didn’t achieve consensus, it did serve to highlight what the differences in opinion were and gave everyone a chance to hear other perspectives and understand the arguments supporting those perspectives.  At Respect we found this really valuable and will be talking with some of the key researchers about how to move forward.
Respect will be holding a further two research roundtable events this year.  The next one will be focusing on BME perpetrator issues.  If you know of a researcher or agency doing interesting work in this area, please let us know.  You can contact me at casey.marie@respect.uk.net
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