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Abstract
The dissertation concerns young men’s violence against women partners. It is based on in-depth qualitative interviews
with nine men who have been violent against women partners in their youth, and an additional interview with the mother
of one of the young men. The method is informed by Hollway and Jefferson’s psychosocial methodology and Hydén’s
teller-focused interview approach. The interviewees’ stories of violence are analysed combining psychoanalytic theories of
intersubjectivity with an attention to discourses. The aim of the dissertation is to explore men’s experiences of being violent
against women partners in youth and to investigate the gendered intersubjective dynamics of young men’s violence against
women partners. Jessica Benjamin’s theories on gender and recognition are central to the analyses, and other feminist,
psychoanalytic and psychosocial theories are used in the dissertation’s analysis of the men’s stories of violence.

The study highlights the role of early relationships, gendered identifications, recognition, and discourses of masculinity
and sexuality in using and desisting from violence. Men’s identifications and disidentifications with violent father figures
are particularly significant, as are relationships with male peers in youth and the men’s (denied) vulnerabilities. The
temporality and liminality of youth are also explored, as the first romantic relationship poses particular challenges to young
men who have been exposed to violence and abuse from a young age, or who lack parental support. The time of youth
figures as a porous boundary of old and new dependencies, hierarchies and relationship patterns. It is shown how the
men’s definitions of violence are also shifting, and the particular nexus of love and aggression within relationships is thus
highlighted. Violent situations are demonstrated to denote a breakdown in mutual recognition, which, using Benjamin’s
notions, takes the form of oneness – denying difference and alterity – or twoness – over-emphasizing difference and
complementarity. In line with Donald Winnicott, these processes of non-recognition involve failed destruction and survival
– the inability on the part of the men to tolerate their partners’ acts of negation without retaliating. Desisting from violence
consequently involves striving towards an ideal of thirdness or reciprocal recognition.

Another central finding is the prevailing experiences of exerting sexual coercion in youth. In situations of pressurized
sex, the men fail to recognize the sexual subjectivity of the woman other. The change in the interviewee’s experiences
troubles a linear temporality, and by using the psychoanalytic notion of afterwardsness – it is shown how the men become
retroactive perpetrators, which reorganizes their embodied and affective memories and subjectivities. By stressing the
nonlinear qualities of temporality and memories, this dissertation destabilizes the idea of childhood and youth, pointing to
the unfinished and (re-)constructed nature of these life phases, while simultaneously arguing for their vital importance and
‘real’ influence in the lives of subjects. This is thus a contribution to youth studies as well as an argument for broadening
the conception of the youth subject.
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1. Introduction 

One of the men I encountered during my work with this dissertation was 26-
year-old Emir. He was very polite, well-dressed and -spoken, and gave an 
impression of being a tidy, poised and educated young man, which surprised 
me somewhat, given the background for our meeting.  

During the interview, he detours a bit from the topic of partner violence 
and recounts an episode from earlier in his youth – an episode he is satisfied 
he handled well. Two boys turned up at a party Emir was hosting and started 
threatening him with a knife. Emir acted instinctively and violently, managed 
to grab the boy by the hand and head, knee him and take hold of the knife. 
After threatening both boys with more violence, they excused themselves and 
left. Emir says: 

Emir: That experience made me feel a little superior, ‘cause some people saw 
it. 
Interviewer (Hanna): Mm, what do you mean by superior? 
E: That I can manage anything. That it was awarded in a way that I could react 
fast. A threatening, violent situation and I solved it with violence, great. And 
that acknowledgment that I’ve got earlier when I’ve solved something with vi-
olence, back to your original question, when I have been violent towards 
[name], my partner, then you know, ehm when I moved here in [year] it was 
like a new beginning, ehm, it is like you take a person from an environment, 
put him in a completely different environment, say ‘here you go, adjust!’. I 
adjusted very well socially speaking, saw people, was partying, had fun, felt 
terrible inside of course. I solved it through working out and seeing friends, I 
played games, escaped into the computer world. A lot of cannabis as well, ehm. 
But when I moved in with her, I hadn’t lived with another person in that way 
and there are other demands. I didn’t know, had no clue what to expect. I guess 
I thought that life goes on, but she had her demands of course, how she wants 
us to do things, how to live, have routines at home and things like that. There 
was a lot of fuss about that to begin with and I could hit things, in cupboards 
for example and when there was fuss because I felt threatened, and I reacted by 
hitting something. It was an automatic reaction, the moment I hit a cupboard it 
felt good. 
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Why is it that Emir, instead of continuing to describe his violence against his 
current woman partner, delves into his past heroic actions when he success-
fully averted a fight at a party? Is it because it is easier for him to present a 
situation he is satisfied with, in which his use of violence was both warranted 
and satisfying, and gave him recognition in the eyes of his peers? While men’s 
violence against women is practically always reprehensible, men’s violence 
against other men – especially when it is in defence of oneself and others – 
can figure as brave and heroic, as a sign of masculine strength and having the 
ability to take action (K. Andersson, 2008; Hearn & Whitehead, 2006; Uhnoo, 
2011). This is probably one of the reasons behind the plethora of narratives of 
violence between boys produced by men in this dissertation. In contrast to 
how descriptions of their violence against women partners are recounted, 
somewhat reluctantly and with hesitation and shame, the stories of violence 
against other men are easily retold and filled with details of physical brutality. 
Even when speaking to a female researcher like me, stories of physical vio-
lence against other men can be associated with pride rather than shame, and 
through these stories the men can present as less morally reprehensible and 
construct themselves as masculine (e.g., Presser, 2005).  

Yet there is more to this story, if we listen attentively to the nuances and 
how Emir makes connections. When he says ‘I solved it with violence, great’ 
there is irony in his tone, signalling he no longer actually sees this as a great 
solution. He also draws attention to how his violence was awarded in his circle 
of friends, and how his fast and forceful reactions gave him status; he felt 
superior, almost invincible. This environment, in which masculine physical 
strength and the display of dominance was favoured, clashes in Emir’s narra-
tive with the demands of his first cohabiting partner, and in living together he 
had ‘no clue what to expect’. For the listener and reader, this might come off 
as an easy excuse, a trick to avoid full responsibility for his violence against 
his partner – to turn himself into the victim of circumstances and violent en-
vironments instead of focusing on his own agency and guilt (Hearn, 1998b). 
There is pressure on people to explain morally reprehensible behaviour, and 
there is thus sometimes a preponderance of focus on one’s own victimhood 
and other extenuating circumstances in narratives of men’s violence against 
women (e.g., Boonzaier, 2008). But my ambition when listening to Emir and 
the other men interviewed for this dissertation is to take their as well as other 
perspectives into serious consideration, and to not reduce the complexity of 
the subject of young men’s violence against women by using simplified di-
chotomies of, for example, victim and perpetrator.  
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Emir’s expressions of feeling ‘threatened’ and of an ‘automatic reaction’ 
of hitting something is, I believe, simultaneously an accurate description of 
how he experienced these situations and a defence against his guilt when fully 
recognizing his violence against his partner. His references to youth violence 
against male peers might be a way of diverting attention, but it is also a highly 
relevant context if one is to understand Emir’s partner violence from his own 
viewpoint (eg. Agar, 1996; Gottzén, 2013). Many young people feel insecure 
about what to expect when entering a serious love relationship for the first 
time (Korkmaz, 2021), and every relationship is deeply embedded in a social 
prehistory. From a feminist psychoanalytic perspective (Benjamin, 1988, 
1995a, 2018) – which is central in this dissertation – every human bond has 
resemblances to previous attachments and is shaped by gendered patterns of 
interaction that are both highly cultural and psychologically personal and em-
bodied. The multi-layered story Emir presents is analysable on both of these 
levels, and a psychosocial approach (e.g. Gadd & Jefferson, 2007; Hollway 
& Jefferson, 2013) is well suited to an understanding of young men’s violence 
against women that strives towards nuance and sensitivity to subjective expe-
riences. The short excerpt above also includes several of the themes I will 
address in more detail in the chapters to follow – the liminalities of youth, the 
reproduction of violence, the dominance and repressed vulnerability of mas-
culinity and the afterwards affects and effects of one’s perpetration.  

Violence as a word occupies a central and at the same time curiously am-
biguous place in this dissertation. At first glance, it may seem easy to define, 
but if we take a closer look, the word can obscure as much as it highlights. 
Especially when we enter the domain of psychological and sexual violence, 
the question of where violence begins is crucial, but not self-evident. Men’s 
violence against women partners is a particularly sensitive topic. The label 
‘woman batterer’ has the effect of an inverted magnet, deterring men from 
what is associated with it (Gottzén, 2015; Stokoe, 2010). The men I have in-
terviewed often struggled with the notion of violence; many of them have 
come to embrace a broader definition of it than they once used, either after 
treatment or being confronted by a former partner. The word has probably 
kept men away from wanting to be interviewed for this research, despite my 
efforts to nuance and exemplify, by using phrases such as ‘crossing the line’, 
‘control’ and ‘problems with anger management’ when advertising for partic-
ipants. What has become evident while working with the dissertation is that 
violence is at once something common, everyday and omnipresent and some-
thing deeply disturbing, taboo and repudiated (cf. Joelsson & Bruno, 2022). 
When it comes to youth, violence is either seen as a transitory and rather 
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harmless activity between boys, or as a serious societal problem when it is 
lethal and occurs in the context of street-oriented gang crime. But young 
men’s violence against women partners is seldom public, never harmless or 
heroic, and is therefore mostly invisible. Young men are reluctant to talk about 
it, and child and youth researchers are often more interested in the young vic-
tims of violence, for example children exposed to adult violence, than the 
young perpetrators (K. Andersson & Källström Cater, 2014).  
 The stigma and the blurry lines around violence are perhaps even more 
pronounced in the area of sexual violence and abuse. What in a legal sense 
constitutes rape has been vividly discussed in public debate during the past 
decade. Instead of a positive definition of rape as pursuing sex through the 
use of force and violence against a person, there has been a move in favour of 
a negative definition of the word – as sex without consent. In 2018, the Swe-
dish legislation was changed in favour of the latter definition of rape 
(Holmberg & Lewenhagen, 2020). Despite the fact that the Swedish word still 
carries the burden of violence1, physical violence is not needed for an act to 
be constituted as rape, and the burden of proof has been somewhat shifted, 
from a focus on the victims’ claims of coercion and violence and onto the 
perpetrators’ claims of mutuality and consent.  

There has not only been a recent public discussion of the legal definition 
of rape. The #metoo movement has also brought the question of sexual vio-
lence to the front line of public debate and feminist uproar. Since its onset in 
2017, the movement’s claim to address the continuous worldwide subjection 
of especially women to forms of male sexual violence and assault have thor-
oughly changed the discourse on both rape, sex and violence, on all imagina-
ble levels of society (Fileborn & Loney-Howes, 2019). I drew up the contours 
of this dissertation the same year as #metoo started, and the medial revolution 
has definitely shaped its process and outcome. The #metoo campaign is likely 
to have influenced some of the men who agreed to be interviewed. Without 
this and similar movements, the notion of pressurized sex might not have been 
a subject that many of the men wanted to discuss in association with violence. 
Consequently, the topic of sexual violence and coercion has become a vital 
part of the dissertation’s empirical and theoretical focus, as explored espe-
cially in Chapter 7, in a way that was not anticipated beforehand. 

                                                      
1 In Swedish, the word for rape is ‘våldtäkt’, where the first part of the word – ‘våld’ – translates 
as violence. The same etymology is found in the French word for rape, ‘viol’. Rape, on the 
other hand, has its etymological root in the Latin word ‘rapere’ – to abduct or to seize. 
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Men’s violence against women is a wide and far-reaching international 
field of research, spanning decades of empirical research and theoretical elab-
oration. When it comes to young men’s violence against women, most studies 
have used quantitative methods, often questionnaires, and focused on preva-
lence, risk factors and evaluation of intervention programmes (Clare et al., 
2021; Crooks et al., 2019; Jennings et al., 2017). Many researchers agree that 
the area of violence in young people’s relationships needs more investigation 
and intervention measures (Clare et al., 2021). Given the predominance of 
quantitative studies, I would also argue that qualitative and theoretically 
driven research on young men’s violence against women is called for, in order 
to delve into the nuances, complexities and subjective experiences of perpe-
trating violence in youth. This might not only bring about a fuller understand-
ing of (young) men’s violence perpetration, but also highlight how violence 
against women partners is embedded in other social, discursive and relational 
contexts. A combination of explanations on several levels point to the over-
determined nature of this problem and will thus equip us with better tools for 
tackling it.   

The subject of violence in young people’s relationships has been studied 
even less within a Swedish context, and there is a need for further research as 
well as prevention and education measures (Brå, 2021; Gottzén & Korkmaz, 
2013; Korkmaz, 2021). Research and reports suggest that the scope of the 
problem is large, and that young women between the ages of 16 and 24 are at 
greater risk of being abused by a partner than older women are (Brå, 2009). 
Preventive programmes that target young men’s violence have been studied 
and evaluated in Sweden (e.g., Bruno et al., 2020; Franzén & Gottzén, 2020; 
Gottzén et al., 2021). But young men as perpetrators of violence against 
women have seldom been addressed in public policy until quite recently. 
There are few organizations in Sweden providing treatment for partner vio-
lence perpetration that targets young men particularly, and this group rarely 
seeks help voluntarily. The social services, schools or psychiatry do not often 
pay attention to or discover this kind of violence. Routine screening for vic-
timization is rare, both internationally and in Sweden (L. K. Brown et al., 
2007; Palm et al., 2020). The lack of young men in treatment or other kinds 
of interventions for violence against women means that researchers interested 
in this group face major obstacles in identifying subjects who might want to 
participate in a study. This problem, which can be characterized as a ‘Catch 
22’ situation for the development both of public policy, intervention measures 
and research, has been a central conundrum in my research, and is further 
addressed in Chapter 4, the methodological chapter of this dissertation. It is 
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nonetheless this problem, among others, of young men going under the radar 
regarding violence against women that makes research with this empirical fo-
cus important and worthwhile. 

A few new Swedish dissertations have nevertheless highlighted the issue 
of young men’s violence from different perspectives (P. Andersson, 2021; 
Helsing, 2020; Korkmaz, 2021). As the topic has been sparsely studied in 
Sweden, this is welcomed. Sibel Korkmaz (2021) importantly shows that vi-
olence in youth intimate relationships is very common – more than half of the 
sample in the prevalence study had been affected in some way – and that girls 
are more severely affected than boys. This knowledge contradicts the com-
mon notion of intimate partner violence as a problem in adult relationships, 
and the dissertation thus stresses the need to fill in the gaps, both in the re-
search on and interventions targeting violence in youth relationships. Kork-
maz (2021) also highlights the vulnerabilities of youth in particular, because 
they are both on the threshold between parental dependency and independ-
ence and are inexperienced when it comes to romantic relationships.  

In his dissertation, Peter Andersson (2021) shows how violent youth are 
treated and emotionally handled by staff at youth detention homes in Sweden. 
There is a clear tendency to dichotomize between violent and vulnerable 
youth, a division frequently made along gendered lines, where boys are often 
placed in the first category, and violence is attributed to the youths rather than 
to the relational and institutional context. Bo Helsing’s (2020) dissertation 
examines youth attitudes to partner violence across four European countries 
(Belgium, England, Germany and Sweden) and shows how they are ambiva-
lent, as violence is neither totally condoned nor accepted. 

While the victimization of youth and young adults has been studied to some 
extent, perpetrators constitute a more understudied group, especially when it 
comes to qualitative research on their own experiences of violence. Hence, 
the choice of conducting in-depth interviews with young men. Departing from 
a conviction that an understanding of violent young men from their own view-
points is essential to the pursuit of ending men’s violence against women 
(Gottzén, 2013), I want to approach the question of how young men come to 
act violently against female partners, how they understand their experiences 
and violent relations, and their processes towards desistance.  
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Empirical and theoretical contribution 
The aim of my work with this dissertation is not only to generate the empirical 
knowledge regarding young men as perpetrators of violence against women, 
through careful analysis of qualitative interviews with men who have used 
violence in their youth. It is also to make an empirical and theoretical contri-
bution to the intersecting research areas of child and youth studies, men’s vi-
olence against women and feminist psychoanalytic theorizing, by combining 
theoretical and empirical perspectives that stimulate new insights on this 
topic. I find this particular empirical and theoretical combination interesting 
based on several observations: First, I believe that questions frequently dis-
cussed within the area of child and youth studies might add an important per-
spective on men’s violence against women. When studying young men, 
youth, generation, temporality and family relations are highly relevant, and 
adding a youth studies perspective can, I believe, help us see the particularities 
of young men’s violence against women. And the reverse also applies: Stud-
ying youth from the perspective of violence perpetration will add nuance to 
our understanding of youth experiences and of the simultaneously vulnerable 
and destructive potential on this threshold between childhood and adulthood. 
Hopefully, this entry point will help in highlighting the subject as important, 
both for researchers and for policymakers.  

The focus on embodied experiences, and the wish to analyse the interviews 
with the help of theories influenced by poststructuralist feminism and psycho-
analysis, means that the theoretical research tradition that this dissertation 
aligns the closest with is that of psychosocial studies, and psychosocial crim-
inology in particular (Gadd & Jefferson, 2007). Taking a psychosocial ap-
proach, I am interested both in the psychological, emotionally embodied phe-
nomena at play in violence and in the social power relations that are indistin-
guishable parts of the former. Psychosocial criminologists are also grounded 
in psychoanalytic thinking, in order to theorize men’s violence against women 
(e.g., Gadd, 2000, 2003; Gadd & Jefferson, 2007; Hollway & Jefferson, 1998, 
2013; Jefferson, 1994, 1998, 2002). This perspective has not often been ap-
plied to young men’s violence towards women, with a few exceptions (e.g., 
Gadd et al., 2015). 

Psychosocial criminologists have often investigated both the discourses 
people invest in and the corresponding intrapsychic conflicts and emotions of 
the perpetrator, in line with object-relational psychoanalyst Melanie Klein’s 
theories. More often than not, the central question to answer is ‘why did they 
do it?’ (Gadd & Jefferson, 2007, p. 46). I want to build on and expand the 
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tradition of combining the social and the psychological, and first and foremost 
place the focus where psychoanalysts such as Benjamin (1988, 2018) have 
their analytical lens at its sharpest: in the relational and intersubjective2. The 
spheres of the psychological, the social and the intersubjective are inter-
twined, and all are central if one is to understand partner violence. In addition 
to the genealogical question of the roots of violence, my objective is also to 
analyse the retold situations of violence closely, my goal being to understand 
what happens on the intersubjective level before, during and after violence. 
Previous experiences of the perpetrator will be part of the violent situations 
studied, but the main objective is not to establish a causal chain of evidence. 
Rather, it is to explore different violent interactions and their, at times, blurry 
boundaries, and to see how they relate to previous and continuous ways of 
intersubjective relating. How different violent relationships influence one an-
other will be in focus, as well as how temporal change and desisting from 
violence are to be understood. I primarily draw on a psychoanalytic notion of 
temporality based in Jean Laplanche’s (1999) elaboration of the Freudian con-
cept of afterwardsness. Laplanche’s investigations into the workings of time, 
memory, psyche and otherness serve to destabilize a commonplace under-
standing of temporal causality. On the subjective level of experiencing vio-
lence, both as victim and as perpetrator, violence can have disturbing affective 
qualities that shape both the conscious and the unconscious. Violent situations 
potentially disrupt the stability of one’s self, in ways that highlight how sub-
jects are formed in close interaction with others. 

Finally, my aim is to help to theorize violence, in general, and young men’s 
violence against women in heterosexual relations, in particular. Within con-
temporary psychoanalytic theorizing, this is a relatively underexplored topic. 
Partner violence has not received extensive attention, and the main focus of 
psychoanalysts within this domain has been on discussing the nature of ag-
gression and its origins (P. Andersson, 2022; Brandt, 2020; Javier & Herron, 
2018; Yakeley, 2018). Several researchers within the broader area of psycho-
dynamic practice and theory have understood partner violence in terms of 
mentalization, attachment and theory of mind (e.g., Fonagy, 1999; Fonagy & 
Target, 1995). These concepts are related to intersubjectivity (Javier & Her-
ron, 2018), but they are often used closer to a clinical and diagnostic practice, 

                                                      
2 The intrapsychic and the intersubjective should not be understood as mutually exclusive con-
cepts, rather as two sides of the same coin. The intrapsychic in object-relational theory denotes 
what happens in the internal fantasy world of the subject, when relating to external objects, 
whereas the intersubjective denotes the relational aspects between subjects (Benjamin, 1995a, 
pp. 29–30).  
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whereas Jessica Benjamin also discusses intersubjectivity in relation to tradi-
tions within feminist theory, continental philosophy and critical theory. Build-
ing on Benjamin, this dissertation is also a contribution to psychoanalytic the-
orizing on young men’s violence against women. Through this particular psy-
chosocial approach with a main emphasis on intersubjectivity, I take part in 
the contemporary debates in feminist scholarship as well, adding to discus-
sions within the expanding research fields of vulnerability, masculinity, rela-
tionality and (sexual) violence.  
 With the interests and ambitions thus mentioned, my hope is that I can offer 
a contribution that tries to bridge the large gap between ‘structures and psy-
ches’ (Hood-Williams, 2001) – and between ‘discourses of violence’ and ‘de-
fended subjects’ (Gadd, 2000), by elaborating on the importance of youth, 
recognition and temporality to a feminist understanding of (young) men’s vi-
olence against women. 

Aim and research questions 
Given the empirical and theoretical motivations discussed above, this disser-
tation has two main aims. The first is empirical in nature, given the relative 
lack of qualitative research on young men’s violence against women in a Swe-
dish context. By young men, I mean boys and men who were in their teens or 
early twenties (up to 25 years of age) when they were first violent against a 
woman partner. This includes men who were both younger and older than 25 
at the time of the research interviews. This aim is thus to explore men’s expe-
riences of being violent against women partners in youth. The other aim is 
more theoretical in nature, driven by a desire to engage with and expand the 
psychosocial theorizations of (young) men’s violence. This aim is to investi-
gate the gendered intersubjective dynamics of young men’s violence against 
women partners. Central to this investigation are the young men’s experiences 
as well as the relational settings in which they are embedded, such as the peer 
group and within the family of origin. The desire is to approach both the ques-
tion of the psychosocial origins of violence and to investigate and understand 
the violent situations the men describe in intersubjective terms.  
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The psychosocial perspective on young men’s violence will be elaborated 
on from slightly different perspectives in three empirical chapters. Three re-
search questions will guide my investigations:  
 

• How do men who have been violent against women partners in 
youth describe their experiences of abusive interactions within 
their relationships? 

 
• How are the men’s experiences of violence perpetration in youth 

embedded within a relational setting?  
 

• What is the relationship between the men’s experiences of vio-
lence in youth and cultural discourses on intimate relations? 

 
Through an analysis of the interviewees’ stories, I will answer the questions 
above by focusing on the men’s subjective experiences of using violence, on 
the intersubjective dynamics their descriptions of violence bear witness to, 
and the relational and discursive settings in which their experiences are em-
bedded. I will investigate the circumstances of violence that are explicitly ad-
dressed by the men, as well as the more implicit contexts that I highlight with 
the help of intersubjective, psychosocial and feminist theories. 

Dissertation outline 
In Chapter 1 of the current dissertation, I present the subject as well as the 
aim and research questions guiding my exploration.  

This is followed by a review of the previous research in Chapter 2. In the 
review, I present and discuss the main strands of research on young men’s 
violence against women and situate my own project in relation to these.  
 In Chapter 3, my theoretical framework is presented and I discuss the cen-
tral challenges that the nexus of feminist, psychoanalytical and psychosocial 
theories brings with it.  
 Chapter 4 centres on the methodological and epistemological issues of this 
qualitative interview study, and I present the larger project this dissertation is 
part of. 

In the following chapters, Chapter 5, 6 and 7, I analyse the interviews in 
engagement with the psychoanalytical and feminist theories presented in 
Chapter 3. As the material for this dissertation consists of qualitative inter-
views, the men’s descriptions of their subjective experiences are the point of 
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departure for the analysis. From there, the research questions guide my inves-
tigations and there are different emphases in the three chapters. The questions 
focus on the intersubjective, relationally embedded and discursive aspects of 
men’s violence against women partners in youth, and the chapters show a 
similar movement from detailed studies of the men’s stories of intersubjective 
interactions, to an analysis of violent relations within a family, ending in a 
discussion of changes in societal discourses. Simultaneously, all chapters 
have aspects of all of these levels, as they are interrelated parts of the men’s 
narratives.  

Another way to conceptualize the progression in the empirical chapters is 
in temporal or chronological terms. Chapter 5 centres on questions related to 
how young men first come to act violently against woman partners. The 
themes of youth and liminality are in focus and are analysed in relation to the 
notion of recognition. Chapter 6 follows the progression from an embed-
dedness in violent family relations towards desisting from violence. It consists 
of a case study of a partner violent young man and his family of origin, based 
on an interview with the young man and another interview with his mother. 
Finally, in Chapter 7, I address how men become perpetrators of violence 
after the fact, when their sexual experiences in youth become retroactively 
reorganized. I discuss the experience of sexual coercion in relation to chang-
ing discourses on sex and violence as well as the temporal notion of after-
wardsness. 
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2. Previous research 

The research field of violence is gigantic in proportion, and even the more 
delimited area of men’s violence against women is wide and disparate. In this 
outline of previous research, I restrict the scope as far as possible to the field 
of young men’s violence against women, with a few exceptions. For example, 
research on men’s discourses of violence is so central to the field that I have 
decided not to limit the presentation to research solely on young men.  

The disparity of the field also entails a heterogeneous vocabulary of con-
cepts. There is no neutral or commonly accepted term that encompasses all 
the nuances of the phenomena of violence in youth relationships, and the lack 
of common terminology has been discussed as a problem (Gottzén & Kork-
maz, 2013; Korkmaz, 2018). Intimate partner violence (IPV) is often used to 
denote violence in adult relationships, and adolescent or teenage IPV are 
sometimes used for young people’s relationships (Hellevik & Øverlien, 
2016). Domestic violence or domestic abuse are other frequently used con-
cepts that have also been applied in the context of young men’s domestic 
abuse (e.g., Gadd et al., 2015). The disadvantage of all of these terms, I find, 
is that they appear to be based on assumptions associated with adult relation-
ships. Both intimate partner and domestic indicate stable, long-term and often 
cohabiting romantic partners, which is not always the case when it comes to 
young people’s romantic and sexual relations, which can take very heteroge-
neous forms (Gottzén & Korkmaz, 2013). The aforementioned concepts are 
also gender neutral, and this can be a strength for research focusing on perpe-
trators of different sexes and sexual orientations. Because this is not the case 
in this dissertation, where the focus is specifically on young men’s violence 
against women (partners), I will mainly use this concept, which I find the 
broadest and most descriptive. Although striving to use this notion throughout 
this dissertation, when referring to the fields in which I situate it, several other 
concepts will be discussed as they are used in the literature. Sometimes the 
shorter partner violence is used in the more general sense, or for pragmatic 
reasons. 
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I divide the section into several perspectives on (young) men’s violence 
against women. The perspectives chosen are to different degrees centred on 
empirical or theoretical issues, but for all of them I strive to demonstrate the 
knowledge produced as well as the traditions’ theoretical implications. 

Violence in youth relationships 
In an international research context, a large proportion of research on young 
men’s violence against women can be found under the umbrella of dating 
violence, though the concept derives from research conducted mainly within 
the US. Studies have highlighted the prevalence and characteristics of this 
type of violence, typically in campus environments and among high school 
students. A significant part of the research has used quantitative measures and 
been conducted within the framework of public health and psychology (Bar-
ter, 2009; Jennings et al., 2017). Surveys are typically conducted among high 
school and college students, with questions about having been subjected to or 
having perpetrated dating violence. The term dating violence has been prob-
lematized, as it might not so easily translate to other than US cultures, in 
which young people’s relationship take other forms and might be less formal 
(Barter, 2009). European scholars have preferred to use other terms, such as 
violence in teenage relationships (Barter, 2009), teenage intimate partner vi-
olence (Hellevik & Øverlien, 2016) or youth intimate partner violence (Kork-
maz, 2021).  
 Dating violence among teenagers is often described as an understudied 
phenomenon, and its prevalence is hard to establish. In a review of teen dating 
violence, the existing research is analysed and discussed, and the authors con-
clude that the studies show such a great discrepancy that any estimate of prev-
alence is uncertain (Hickman et al., 2004). For example, estimates of physical 
victimization range from 8% to 56% for girls, and 6% to 38% for boys, 
whereas for perpetrating physical violence the range is 28% to 33% for girls, 
and 11% to 22% for boys. A survey study of teenage IPV in Norway found 
that 42.9% had experienced IPV (Hellevik & Øverlien, 2016), and a review 
of all the European studies found estimates ranging from 21.7% to 48.8% for 
physical violence victimization (and similar ranges for being subjected to 
other kinds of violence). Perpetration of violence ranged from 7% to 41.9% 
(Korkmaz, 2018). A recent Swedish study on youth victimization found that 
59.7% had been subjected to some kind of violence. The highest rates were 
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for psychological violence online (49.6%), followed by psychological vio-
lence face-to-face (40.2%), sexual violence (29%), severe sexual violence in-
cluding penetration (18.1%) and physical violence (16.7%) (Korkmaz, 2021). 

A higher number of self-reported perpetration of physical violence among 
girls is established in many reviews (Hickman et al., 2004; Korkmaz, 2018), 
and the reasons have been discussed. One recurring pattern is that girls report 
using violence as self-defence to a higher degree than males, while males 
more often use violence to control their partners (Barter, 2009; Hickman et 
al., 2004). Moreover, views about female violence against males as justified, 
in contrast to male violence against females, might influence both the perpe-
tration of violence (Helsing, 2020; Hickman et al., 2004) and the will to truth-
fully report it. Boys might be reluctant to report violence against female part-
ners, especially in face-to-face interviews, in which this aspect of female self-
defence is missing (Barter, 2009). Moreover, males are over-represented 
when it comes to more severe forms of dating violence (Korkmaz, 2018), and 
girls experience more emotional impact than boys in relation to severe dating 
violence (Weisz et al., 2007). Per Hellevik and Carolina Øverlien (2016) 
showed that boys, to a significantly higher degree than girls, reported a ‘purely 
positive’ impact of being subjected to partner violence. For sexual violence, 
35% of the boys reported this (compared to 1.4% of the girls). There has also 
been some focus on reciprocity of violence among adolescents, and the results 
suggest that young people involved in dating violence are often both victims 
and perpetrators (Korkmaz, 2018).  

Many studies have tried to establish risk factors for victimization and per-
petration of dating violence. Experiencing maltreatment in the family of 
origin may be associated with victimization (Barter, 2009; Hickman et al., 
2004), as well as being bullied, sending and receiving sexual messages on 
social media, and having an older partner (Hellevik & Øverlien, 2016). Sexist 
attitudes have been associated with male perpetration and female victimiza-
tion (Barter, 2009). Still, it is hard to establish in what way these factors are 
connected and the direction of causality. The concept of risk factors derives 
from the psychological theoretical assumptions dominating this research field, 
and this focus has been criticized for dismissing structural inequalities as well 
as youth ability and agency (Barter, 2009).  

Young people tend to a large extent to interact with each other on the in-
ternet, and the existence of online dating violence has therefore been high-
lighted (Aghtaie et al., 2018; Hellevik & Øverlien, 2016). A study found that 
controlling behaviour occurred both online and offline, but emphasized that 
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online environments ‘enabled new forms of intrusion on space, tighter moni-
toring of actions and increased opportunities to move from private to public 
emotional abuse’ (Aghtaie et al., 2018, p. 299). Some researchers have, apart 
from seeing young people solely as victims of dating violence and conflicts, 
pointed to youth agency and capabilities in questioning gendered power rela-
tionships and violence (e.g., Adelman & Hea, 2007; Aghtaie et al., 2018; Bar-
ter, 2009; Korkmaz & Øverlien, 2019).  

Some complicating issues have been identified when studying dating vio-
lence. Among adolescents, defining who is a partner is more difficult, as com-
pared to adult relationships. Young people’s relationships tend to vary more, 
from very temporary and mostly sexual to long-term romantic relationships 
(Hickman et al., 2004). Furthermore, violence is often normalized among 
young people, both regarding control and surveillance, and physical, psycho-
logical and sexual violence, and this is connected to gendered power relations, 
where boys are supposed to be in control (Aghtaie et al., 2018). When it comes 
to prevention and interventions to stop violence, it has been emphasized that 
young people tend not to seek help for dating violence, and when they do, 
they mainly turn to friends for help and support, rather than formal services 
(Ashley & Foshee, 2005; Weisz et al., 2007). Although most adolescents re-
ceive nurturing and support when they disclose to friends and family, some 
experience avoidance and minimization. Potential helpers do not take it seri-
ously when males are victimized by less severe dating violence. Severe dating 
violence might also lead to more avoidance from potential helpers; it may 
therefore sometimes be better for youth to seek help from professionals 
(Weisz et al., 2007). Combined with the fact that screening for adolescent 
dating violence is infrequent among professionals such as psychiatrists (L. K. 
Brown et al., 2007), there is a great risk that youth dating violence will go 
under the radar and remain unnoticed. 

The existing research on dating violence is important, as it highlights a 
previously largely unnoticed problem: violence in youth intimate relation-
ships. Still, much of the research has struggled with conceptual problems in 
defining the nature of dating and relationships. Furthermore, with a few nota-
ble exceptions (e.g., Gadd et al., 2015; Korkmaz & Øverlien, 2019; Wiklund 
et al., 2010), the main bulk of the research is quantitative, survey-based, and 
this methodological emphasis means that more complex qualitative and theo-
retical aspects of this phenomenon are largely obscured. For similar reasons, 
structural and power dimensions are at times downplayed in favour of indi-
vidualist psychological explanations. Korkmaz and Øverlien (2019) show 
how qualitative investigation can help expand the focus from ‘risk factors’ to 
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responses to violence and the importance of the social network for youths 
experiencing IPV. Furthermore, the ways in which violence victimization 
and/or perpetration affect adolescents’ transition into adulthood and their fu-
ture lives have been highlighted (Wiklund et al., 2010), but this needs to be 
more thoroughly addressed. How the intersections of age, gender, time, sex-
ualities and generations (to name a few) play out within the area of dating 
violence is an important area for further qualitative investigation.  

Sexual violence on campus 
Research on campus violence and related notions is not as descriptive as da-
ting violence and youth IPV, and departs from more sociological and theoret-
ical conceptualizations when discussing the prevalence of sexual violence at 
universities. The research on dating violence has often investigated violence 
among youths in a gender-neutral way, to varying degrees discussing gen-
dered differences in the perpetration and victimization of violence. Research 
on campus violence, on the other hand, has focused primarily on sexual vio-
lence and the general premise that men are the main perpetrators, and women 
the victims.  
 Within a US and to some degree British context, there has been quite ex-
tensive research on campus-related sexual violence from the 1950s onwards 
(McDermott et al., 2015). One influential study is Sexual Assault on the Col-
lege Campus by Martin D. Schwartz and Walter S. DeKeseredy from 1997. 
The authors’ aim is to provide a more sociological explanation of campus 
violence, an area that they at the time argued had been dominated by psycho-
logical perspectives. They investigate how a so-called ‘rape-supportive cul-
ture’ (a patriarchal culture in which women are objectified, rape myths flour-
ish, and pornography promotes women’s subordination to men) in association 
with all-male groups like fraternities on campus leads to a high prevalence of 
sexual assault. Based on these observations, they develop a model for what 
they label ‘male peer support’. This theoretical model associates sexist atti-
tudes on both micro and macro levels with exclusively male groups in which 
narrow ideals of masculinity thrive, alcohol consumption is high, belief in 
‘rape myths’ are common and sexual coercion is tolerated and largely goes 
unpunished (Schwartz & DeKeseredy, 1997). ‘Rape myths’ are ideas about 
rape being justified under certain circumstances, for example when the victim 
is intoxicated and therefore regarded as responsible for what happens. 
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Schwartz and DeKeseredy’s model is a theoretical construction, built on em-
pirical research, particularly self-report surveys conducted with college stu-
dents about their victimization and perpetration of sexual violence on campus, 
as well as associated variables. The merits of the model are that they empha-
size the importance of perpetrators’ social networks, and how different varia-
bles on both individual, social and societal levels interact to influence the per-
petration of sexual violence. What the model nevertheless misses is that male 
peers may also condemn sexual violence under certain circumstances (Berg-
gren & Gottzén, 2022). Researchers need to look more closely at what these 
circumstances are, and how peers can prevent the further perpetration of vio-
lence and sexual coercion. Furthermore, the studies referred to by Schwartz 
and DeKeseredy only investigated male perpetration and female victimiza-
tion, not male victimization and female perpetration, although more recently 
they have also investigated sexual violence among LGBTQ youth 
(DeKeseredy et al., 2017). Another major and nuanced study on sexual assault 
on campus from the past few years was conducted by Jennifer S. Hirsch and 
Shamus Kahn (2020). They include all genders and sexualities in their inves-
tigation, and also explore how race, socioeconomic status and age are relevant 
to understanding sex and power. Moreover, they cover a broad spectrum, from 
pleasurable sex to sexual assaults – and experiences in between – among a 
large group of US college students. 

Associated with the research area of campus violence are a range of terms 
that address young college men’s sexism and sexual predatory behaviour, for 
example lad culture (Diaz-Fernandez & Evans, 2019), laddism and rape cul-
ture (Lewis et al., 2018) or party rape (Armstrong et al., 2006) just to name a 
few. The common denominator of these terms and approaches to sexual vio-
lence is that they focus on a certain social milieu, in this case the college, in 
which ideas of hypermasculinity (Murnen & Kohlman, 2007), sexism, and 
men’s entitlement to sex flourish, especially in all-male environments like 
fraternities and among athletes. A meta-analytic review of such studies found 
that membership in fraternities and athletic participation were moderately cor-
related with attitudes related to sexual aggression, and that a correlation also 
existed with self-reports of sexual aggression, although this association was 
weaker (Murnen & Kohlman, 2007). Researchers have also emphasized the 
link between so-called ‘hostile masculinity’ (defined, for example, as a belief 
in rape myths, hostility towards women and adversarial sexual beliefs) and 
the perpetration of sexual assault (McDermott et al., 2015), although the na-
ture and direction of this association remains unclear.  
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Although most studies have explored relations between men’s attitudes, 
behaviours and social status and their perpetration of sexual assault, some re-
searchers have focused on how lad culture affects young women, and how 
they (try to) resist it. Lad culture has been defined (with reference to Phipps 
& Young, 2015), as ‘a set of practices, behaviours and activities often associ-
ated with University-aged men and characterised by a homosociality that en-
dorses, in different degrees, misogyny, sexism, homophobia and, in its most 
extreme cases, sexual violence’ (Diaz-Fernandez & Evans, 2019, p. 1). The 
researchers show how young women experience lad culture as pervasive and 
hard to escape in university night life, although they also develop particular 
strategies to resist it, for example by avoiding or being hostile towards certain 
males. Young women at US and UK universities also engage in feminist or-
ganizing to resist sexism and lad/rape culture, and thus find a constructive 
balance between frustration and hope, victimization and agency (Lewis et al., 
2018; Phipps & Young, 2015).  

Men’s discourses of violence 
One well-established field of research focuses on men’s talk about their own 
violence. The studies conducted within this framework are typically qualita-
tive, and the material often consists of interviews with men who have been 
violent against women partners. Despite theoretical and methodological dif-
ferences within the field, most research has analysed men’s descriptions and 
explanations, their so-called accounts (M. B. Scott & Lyman, 1968), of their 
violence. The analytical focus of this research is on how men construct and 
position themselves in the interviews and how they use different accounts 
strategically to present themselves as moral subjects and avoid responsibility 
and blame. Ethnomethodology and interactionism are common perspectives, 
sometimes combined with discourse analysis (e.g., Stokoe, 2010). Radical 
feminism is also a strong influence within this tradition (Kelly & Westmar-
land, 2016), as well as narrative analysis (e.g., Boonzaier, 2008), discursive 
psychology (e.g., LeCouteur & Oxlad, 2011) and post-structural feminism 
(e.g., Lau & Stevens, 2012).  

Jeff Hearn’s The Violences of Men (1998b) is an early and important con-
tribution within this tradition. Drawing on Marvin B. Scott and Stanford M. 
Lyman’s (1968) concept of accounts, Hearn shows how men’s explanations 
of their violence can function as ways to excuse, justify, minimize or in other 
ways deny responsibility for using violence against partners. He divided the 
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accounts he found in his material into four main categories: repudiations, jus-
tifications, excuses and confessions. The categories differ regarding whether 
responsibility and blame are denied or accepted. In repudiations, both respon-
sibility and blame are denied, in justifications only responsibility is accepted, 
but in excuses only blame, whereas in confessions both are accepted. Hearn 
also argues that the language and individualistic theories of treatment agen-
cies are adopted by the men for strategic purposes, rather than seeing the tes-
timonies as stemming from the men’s own embodied experiences. ‘Theories, 
causes and explanations of violence can be re-used by men to explain away, 
excuse, justify or perpetuate men’s violence’ (Hearn, 1998b, p. 14). All ac-
counts of violence that in some way offer an explanation for why violence 
occurred are thus potentially a continuation of the violence itself.  

Other narrative and discourse research has similarly pointed to how men 
use rhetorical and discursive devices to justify and minimize their violence 
and has highlighted the myriad of ways in which men avoid accountability. 
Amanda LeCouteur and Melissa Oxlad demonstrate how the perpetrators used 
membership categorization to ‘warrant their violence in terms of the mainte-
nance of the broader moral order around normative gendered identities’ 
(2011, p. 23). In other words, by claiming that their female partners were mor-
ally lacking and not proper members of the category ‘woman’, the men could 
justify using violence to restore the categories of men and women (cf. K. An-
dersson, 2007). Elizabeth Stokoe shows how men in police interviews used 
membership categorization to deny accusations, claiming they were not ’the 
type of man that hits women’ (2010, p. 79). By creating two kinds of men – 
the typical woman batterer and the man who does not hit women – and claim-
ing membership in the second category, men could deny blame. One prevalent 
theme in this research is that men tend to avoid the stigmatized category of 
the woman batterer (Gottzén, 2012). Thus, this problematic figure is placed 
somewhere else in the narratives and seldom inhabited by the man speaking. 
Sometimes, the comparison with other men’s more serious, more ‘real’ vio-
lence works as a point of contrast meant to downplay their own abuse 
(Cavanagh et al., 2001). In these accounts, men who abuse women become 
the ‘Other’ in relation to ordinary men (Gottzén, 2012). Another common way 
to avoid stigma is to distance oneself temporally from the abuser, and present 
a ‘double self’ (Hearn, 1998b). The man then disassociates both from the vi-
olence in the past, and the person who committed the acts, by presenting a 
new and changed subjectivity as one’s ‘real’ self (Lau & Stevens, 2012). 
There are several related ways in which men have presented themselves as 
not actually violent. The violence is often depicted as incidental, almost as 
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accidents occurring without any connection to ordinary life (Hearn, 1998b; 
Kelly & Westmarland, 2016). By talking about violence in this way, perpe-
trators avoid connecting their abuse to wider patterns of power and control in 
relationships, and the violence is presented as an exception and the perpetrator 
as temporarily being ‘out of character’. 

From a feminist post-structuralist perspective, Floretta Boonzaier (2008) 
analyses the narratives of both male perpetrators and female victims of IPV. 
She points to how men and women construct themselves as typical ‘perpetra-
tors’ and ‘victims’, but also how these categories are ambiguous and destabi-
lized. Violence is often constructed as ‘fights’, which suggests a reciprocal 
activity. The men struggle with the label ‘abuser’ and use the narratives to 
show that they are actually non-violent. For example, to escape the role of the 
perpetrator. they describe how they were emasculated and wounded by their 
partners. When men use the argument of being emasculated by partners, they 
both challenge and confirm typical gender stereotypes. In presenting them-
selves as victims, and their partner as abusive, they escape the traditional male 
perpetrator role. But, at the same time, they justify their use of violence as a 
way to regain hegemonic male authority (Boonzaier, 2008).  

Several other researchers investigate how a gendered identity is created or 
maintained in men’s talk about their violence. A study points to how men 
construct masculinity in stark contrast to the femininity of their partners (An-
derson & Umberson, 2001). Moreover, the men interviewed justify their vio-
lence by claims of being provoked, and they also argue that they are victims 
of a biased legal system that only acknowledges male, and not female, vio-
lence. Not only men’s speech, but also their silences about their violence, can 
play out strategically in their favour (Cavanagh et al., 2001). This is part of a 
general strategy of denial, in which for example even forgetting is included: 
‘If violence is not named or is not allowed to be named, then its very existence 
is contested and women’s experiences reduced to “unreality”’ (Cavanagh et 
al., 2001, p. 703). The silence is not only related to the woman, or the inter-
viewer, but extends to the surrounding family and friends. The men inter-
viewed showed great reluctance to tell others about their violence, and if they 
did, they were selective about who they told. Sometimes, presenting the story 
to someone who might support them could reinforce their rationalizations and 
their victim-blaming (Cavanagh et al., 2001; Hearn, 1998a) . 

Within a discursive framework, the interest of the researcher centres 
around issues of accountability, the construction of violence within narratives 
and how (violent) behaviour is made intelligible (LeCouteur & Oxlad, 2011). 
Within this research tradition, the ‘language of psychology’, in general, and 
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the discourse on the ‘generational transmission of violence’, in particular, are 
seen as prevalent resources men can use to reframe their experiences of vio-
lence perpetration (Boonzaier, 2008; Hearn, 1998b; LeCouteur & Oxlad, 
2011). Through narratives of being subjected to violence, men can shift the 
attention from the role of abuser to the position of victim, thereby avoiding 
responsibility for their violence. But other research has demonstrated that in-
carcerated young men often refuse to connect their childhood maltreatment to 
later criminality, even when this association is encouraged by the interviewer 
(Franzén & Gottzén, 2021). This tendency might be influenced both by how 
a victim position is experienced as incompatible with a masculine identity 
(Ellis et al., 2017), and as ‘part of a responsibilization discourse, commonly 
drawn upon in contemporary rehabilitation strategies’ (Franzén & Gottzén, 
2021, p. 10). Taking responsibility for one’s own actions and presenting as an 
agent in one’s own life are thus both part of a masculine position (particularly 
within street culture) and what is encouraged in offender rehabilitation pro-
grammes. 

As with all the possible discourses or accounts presented, the common fo-
cus in this strand of research is on men’s talk about violence as more or less 
self-conscious strategies for avoiding or minimizing responsibility for vio-
lence. This heterogeneous research tradition has offered important contribu-
tions to analysing this particular kind of moral work – work that men engage 
in when having to make sense of their own use of violence – and how this 
relates to discourses of men and masculinities, as well as the interactional dy-
namics and power relations within the interview situation and within society 
at large (Presser, 2005). Talk of violence helps in creating or restoring moral 
selves, as the act of violence in contemporary society is considered reprehen-
sible, and therefore needs to be accounted for (M. B. Scott & Lyman, 1968). 
Furthermore, as Hearn (1998b) has demonstrated, excuses and justifications 
can rightfully be regarded as a continuation of violence. But the ‘real’ moti-
vations or experiences of the interviewee are bracketed in this research tradi-
tion, because statements are analysed in relation to their function and effect, 
rather than their truth value. The consequence is that there is no possibility to 
discriminate between different statements, neither regarding how trustworthy 
they are nor regarding how ethically defendable they are.  

Still, there are some important differences within this tradition to point out. 
The strand of research focusing on men’s ‘accounts’ from radical or socialist 
feminist perspectives tend to assess the victim’s statements of violence as 
epistemologically and ontologically closer to the truth, as women occupy the 
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oppressed position within patriarchy and therefore know the realities of ex-
ploitation (Hearn, 1998b). Consequently, men’s accounts serve to obscure this 
state of affairs and are thus less trustworthy. From the point of view of narra-
tive research, this approach has been criticized for failing to take the wider 
context of the man’s situation into account, and for not considering the inter-
viewer as a co-producer of gendered power relations (Presser, 2005). From 
this perspective, the interview situation provides a restricted discursive space 
that will shape what is said and how. Therefore, men’s accounts should not 
be interpreted in isolation from the interaction with the interviewer, and not 
‘simply as conduits for oppressive discourses’ that can reveal their own 
thoughts and constructions of events in any straightforward way (Presser, 
2005, p. 2068). Narrative research thus departs from a more constructivist 
epistemology, in which all statements need to be studied within the larger so-
cial and the smaller interactional contexts in which they occur. Studies within 
the framework of discursive psychology and ethnomethodology share the 
constructivist epistemology of narrative research and tend to focus on how 
accountability is managed within interviews.  

Youth experiences and talk of violence 
Fields of research that in different ways address how youth experience and 
make sense of violence either focus on their own exposure, or their attitudes, 
to violence.  

Children and youth experiencing domestic violence – either as ‘witnesses’ 
or direct victims or both3 – have been studied quite extensively during recent 
decades (K. Andersson & Källström Cater, 2014; Øverlien, 2010). The bulk 
of the research has focused on children as exposed to parental violence (Øver-
lien, 2010), and the children are often presented as vulnerable victims without 
agency. If exposure to violence is not addressed in terms of ‘risk factors’, 
children’s resilience is instead pronounced (Gadd et al., 2015). And when they 
are regarded as adult-like, for example due to their own use of violence, they 

                                                      
3 There are no clear boundaries between the two, as being a child witness to domestic violence 
means you are also a victim, thus the concept of ‘witnessing’ has been questioned (Callaghan 
et al., 2018). There are also strong associations between experiencing violence between parents 
and being subjected to violence as a child (K. Andersson & Källström Cater, 2014). Still, a 
focus on witnessing rather than victimization dominates in the literature, for example within 
the framework of an ‘intergenerational transmission of violence’, which shows that violence is 
learned and reproduced from one generation to the next (e.g., Toplu-Demirtaş & Hatipoğlu-
Sümer, 2021). 
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are not seen as children in need of protection. There is thus a tendency in this 
research and in policy to polarize between the innocent child witness and the 
adult perpetrator, making it difficult to see the complex picture of children 
and youth as having a potential for both – of being vulnerable as well as hav-
ing agency (Åkerlund & Sandberg, 2017; K. Andersson & Källström Cater, 
2014; Gadd et al., 2015). An association between witnessing violence and 
later victimization or perpetration of violence in youth has also been estab-
lished, and there appears to be a gender difference such that girls but not boys 
have a higher risk of victimization (Forke et al., 2021). 

Within the research studying how young people themselves understand vi-
olence, Sara Uhnoo (2011) explored how a group of high school youth (mean 
age of 17) in the Swedish city of Gothenburg interpret and morally judge dif-
ferent acts of violence. Rather than investigating the prevalence or subjective 
experiences of violence as such, the focus is on how violence is discursively 
constructed in teenage talk. Uhnoo found that talk of violence clearly reflects 
different societal discourses of violence and is thoroughly gendered. ‘Every-
day violence’ is frequent, masculine in nature, occurs between boys and is not 
so serious. The threat of violence that girls are subjected to is usually consid-
ered to be sexual harassment perpetrated by male strangers. In youth talk, 
there is a strict taboo against boys hitting girls, unless the girl is considered 
the boy’s equal or superior in strength. Nevertheless, in the interviews with 
girls, talk about boyfriends hitting and kicking their girlfriends was common, 
but did not surface at all in the interviews with boys. Uhnoo argues that, in 
the discourse of men’s violence against women, the stereotype is that of a 
beaten married woman with kids. In this way, young girls’ victimization by 
young boys is rendered invisible, as are the particular circumstances of youth 
IPV. In her interviews, girls disclosed being subjected to serious violence by 
boyfriends, but this violence was never reported, neither to parents or teachers 
nor to the legal authorities. The reason was either out of love and compassion 
for the boy, or out of fear of retaliation (Uhnoo, 2011). In a recent study on 
Swedish youth by Tanja Joelsson and Linnéa Bruno, they found that ‘young 
people address, understand and construct violence in ambivalent ways’ (2022, 
p. 178), depending on spatial and temporal variables. ’Real’ violence takes 
place in the past, online, at parties and by strangers, whereas school spaces 
are not considered violent. Similar to what Uhnoo (2011) found, boys tend to 
regard violence between peers as playful and not so serious. Regarding sexual 
violence, Stina Jeffner (1997) and Lena Berg (2005) noticed how young men 
and women express ambivalent attitudes toward sex and rape; sex should be 
mutual, but a ‘real rape’ is conditioned by gendered norms and dependent on 
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situational factors. The dividing lines between good sex and rape are thus not 
as clear in practice as they appear in theory, and the idea of a strong male sex 
drive reduces men’s responsibility.  

Other studies have found children and youth, both in primary and second-
ary schools, to be accepting of men’s violence against women in the context 
of heterosexual relationships, wherein norms around male and female behav-
iour underpin these justifications (Edwards et al., 2022; McCarry & Lombard, 
2016). In the talk of children and youth around whether or not violence is 
justified, the focus was often on the behaviour of the victim. If she had be-
haved unacceptably, the boyfriend’s violence intended to control and correct 
her was seen as more or less acceptable and normal. Norms around gender 
thus reproduced notions of men’s dominance over women (McCarry, 2010; 
McCarry & Lombard, 2016). Other researchers have also seen a tendency 
among youth to condone violence under certain conditions, such as when the 
partner has been unfaithful or violent, and that acceptance of violence is more 
common among boys than girls. Although violence in general is condemned, 
situational factors are highly influential, and the attitudes are thus contradic-
tory (Edwards et al., 2022; Gadd et al., 2015; Jeffner, 1997). Although Chris-
tine Barter and Nancy Lombard (2018, p. 287) make an empirical distinction 
between researching understandings of IPVA (intimate partner violence and 
abuse) and researching experiences of IPVA among children and youth, they 
argue that, despite having a different focus, their studies reach the same con-
clusions. The message is that negative gendered attitudes to girls and women 
are what need to be addressed and tackled, through intervention programmes, 
because young people with these attitudes are more likely to form relation-
ships characterized by gender-based violence and abuse. 

This research area looking at youth attitudes to violence offers an important 
key to understanding how the reproduction of violence occurs, and how it is 
deeply connected to gendered norms and beliefs about the appropriate behav-
iour of men and women. It is also a research area that highlights how age 
influences the conceptions of what violence is, and what it is not, in relation 
to both the age of the perpetrator and victim and the age of the person as-
sessing the violence. Importantly, this research emphasizes how violence 
among children and youth is often trivialized and rendered invisible by adults 
(McCarry & Lombard, 2016; Uhnoo, 2011), and how the acceptance of gen-
dered violence is thus passed on. Similar to the research on campus violence, 
taking stereotypical gender norms as a point of departure – in which violence 
is equated with boys’ and men’s violence against women – can sometimes 
lead to a reproduction rather than a nuancing of these stereotypes, for example 
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in McCarry and Lombard’s (2016) work. This is not the case in Uhnoo’s 
(2011) dissertation, where the intersections of age, gender and class in relation 
to violence are untangled in complex ways. 

Masculinities and young men’s violence against women 
A rather large portion of the research on men’s violence against women has 
focused on the connection between masculinities and violence, and when it 
comes to the subfield of young men’s violence against women, there are a few 
examples. This research field is disparate and theoretically driven, and it in-
cludes two rather different approaches to studying masculinities. On the one 
hand, there is James Messerschmidt’s (1997) structured action theory, primar-
ily building on Raewyn Connell’s (1995) theory of hegemonic masculinity. 
On the other, we have the British tradition of psychosocial criminology that 
combines discourse analysis with psychoanalysis, mainly of the Kleinian tra-
dition. Both are included in this chapter, as they to some extent share an em-
pirical focus.  

Messerschmidt’s (1993, 2000, 2012) central idea is that men and boys 
commit crime to accomplish masculinity, and that the masculinity they ac-
complish is situated in terms of age, class and race. Crime, and especially 
violent crime, is therefore a resource for performing a masculine identity. 
When it comes to young men’s violence against women, Messerschmidt 
(2000, 2012) has conducted life history interviews with adolescent male per-
petrators of sexual violence. He has, for example, written extensively about a 
case of a white working-class boy, called Sam, who was bullied in school by 
his peers. To perform a dominant masculinity, Sam sexually abused younger 
girls he was babysitting. Through his analysis of this case, Messerschmidt 
shows how heterosexuality is a prominent part in the accomplishment of mas-
culinity, and with a masculine identity comes a feeling of entitlement to sex. 
When a boy fails in forming consensual sexual relations with girls, he might 
commit sexual assaults in order to ‘succeed’ as a masculine heterosexually 
active subject. Sam chose victims who were vulnerable and whom he could 
control and exploit, and through the abuse he ‘constructed a hegemonic mas-
culinity in relation to the girls’ (Messerschmidt, 2012, p. 104). Through two 
other case studies of boys sexually assaulting girls and women, Messer-
schmidt (2000) points to the pattern of powerlessness in the school situation, 
and a sense of being powerful at home, where the assault takes place. 
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Messerschmidt contributes to the analysis of young men’s violence against 
women by showing how violence becomes a resource for positioning oneself 
as a masculine subject vis-à-vis other boys and men. The hierarchical power 
relations between men are therefore central to understanding the function of 
violence for the performance of masculinity. Simultaneously, he elaborates 
on the concept of hegemonic masculinity, which has previously not been used 
extensively in relation to violence, because the concept mainly captures sym-
bolic power. On the other hand, Messerschmidt has been criticized for por-
traying subjects as rational and unitary, consciously ‘choosing’ violence in 
order to accomplish masculinity (Gadd et al., 2015; Jefferson, 1994). 

Mark Totten (2000, 2003), like Messerschmidt, has studied how marginal-
ized male Canadian youth use violence in relation to their construction of a 
masculine identity. Totten analyses interviews with young gang members 
who had been abusive towards girlfriends and argues that their use of violence 
is a response to a lack of access to other forms of patriarchal benefits. Vio-
lence was one of few resources they could control. Totten also shows how the 
use of violence towards women, as well as towards sexual and racial minori-
ties, is connected to patriarchal-authoritarian ideologies, which often spring 
from the family of origin. Use of the most severe forms of violence towards 
women was connected both to the support of these ideologies of male superi-
ority and to having experienced severe violence and abuse at home. In contrast 
to much of the research on how men justify their use of violence, the boys in 
Totten’s study indicated that their use of violence was moral and righteous.  

A more conflicted and ambiguous relationship to masculinity among 
young men who had perpetrated sexual abuse is presented by Lucas Gottzén 
(2019b) in his analysis of written stories sent in to a feminist anti-violence 
campaign in Sweden. Gottzén argues that the display of shame in young 
men’s narratives of sexism and violence can be both productive – as a way of 
questioning one’s privilege – and counterproductive when it is used to present 
as a moral subject and leave violence behind, without necessarily changing. 
He proposes the term ‘chafing masculinity’ to denote the masculine position 
in which privilege, sexism and violence are neither denied nor totally over-
come, but affectively and effectively live on in a rather uncontrollable and 
uncomfortable way in the lives of young men. As such, ‘chafing’ functions as 
a reminder of the man’s position of privilege in relation to women and a pro-
ductive affect and position from which to strive towards feminist understand-
ing and change.  

Within the psychosocial tradition, analysis of case studies has been a com-
mon research method, frequently used by British criminologists such as David 
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Gadd and Tony Jefferson (2007). But in contrast to Messerschmidt, these re-
searchers also emphasize the subjective emotional experiences and uncon-
scious conflicts of the young men, as well as social and structural factors (in 
contrast to attachment research) to explain their violence. Starting from a cri-
tique of the view that violence is a rationally used resource for accomplishing 
masculinity, these researchers emphasize how subjects often have a conflict-
ual and ambiguous investment in discourses of masculinity (Jefferson, 1994). 
Jefferson (1994) argues that violent men will not recognize themselves in the 
portrayal of a strong, hegemonic position. Instead, he argues, violence is often 
used as a defence against feelings of helplessness and fear.  

In a psychosocial case study of three young men’s domestic abuse, the vi-
olence is analysed in relation to both the psychological biographies of the 
young men and assumptions based on the social power relations that underpin 
the meaning of their violence (Gadd et al., 2015). In the combination of social 
and psychological factors, the authors show how hatreds based on sexism, 
racism, classism and/or disablism are internalized in young men who have 
been subjected to abuse and experienced a lack of emotional security during 
their upbringing. They show how personal emotional experiences such as fear 
of loss or humiliation propel violent behaviour, which is then also shaped by 
intersectional power relations. In their study, as in many similar psychosocial 
studies, violence is understood as springing from a vulnerability that is denied 
by the perpetrators. For example, feelings of anger or experiences of weakness 
are projected onto the victim, where they are then violently attacked (Gadd et 
al., 2015).  

From a psychosocial perspective, it is important to stress how violent 
young men are both similar to and different from those who do not use vio-
lence (Gadd et al., 2015). In one way, Messerschmidt (2000, 2012) also points 
to both the outsider and the dominant position occupied by the sexually abu-
sive adolescent. Focusing on masculinity in relation to violence has been crit-
icized for obscuring men’s power, and instead seeing men as victims of a dis-
embodied masculinity (e.g., McCarry, 2007). Adrian Howe furthermore ar-
gues that the psychosocial approach of making violent men ‘comprehensible’ 
is outright anti-feminist (2008, pp. 139–141). I would instead argue for the 
need to see the psychosocial complexities of violence, especially from a fem-
inist perspective. Still, it is important to bear in mind that there is a risk of 
colluding with the perpetrators and understanding violence more in terms of 
intrapsychic conflict than social power relations, even when the ambition is 
to combine the two.  



28 

Psychoanalysis, masculinity and violence 
There is a considerable body of research situated somewhere in the intersec-
tions of psychoanalytic theory or practice, studies of masculinity, and vio-
lence, with different emphases placed between the three, or two of them. 
Sometimes youth and age are explicitly or implicitly discussed, and at other 
times they are not. Nevertheless, given the close connections to my own the-
oretical and empirical focus, I will discuss a few strands within this research. 

Psychoanalytic theorizing has not been particularly occupied with violence 
in general, and especially not with partner violence. More attention has been 
paid to the associated question of the nature of aggression (Javier & Herron, 
2018; Yakeley, 2018). In recent decades, however, quite a few scholars have 
discussed the nature of prejudice, racism, sexism, hate crime, religious and 
political extremism and similar questions from a psychoanalytical perspective 
(e.g., Auestad, 2015, 2018; Frosh, 2005; Johanssen, 2022; Stein, 2010; Sue, 
2010). Regarding partner and domestic violence, most research can be situ-
ated within the broader, less philosophical and more clinically oriented psy-
chodynamic research that focuses on concepts such as attachment and men-
talization (e.g., Fonagy, 1999). A number of these studies are based on clinical 
examples of violent men, often in the form of psychoanalytic case studies 
(e.g., P. Andersson, 2022; Fonagy & Target, 1995). Peter Fonagy argues that 
a disorganized attachment to parents is one central explanation for why men 
become violent towards women partners. Disorganized attachment is often 
the result of parental maltreatment, and the confusion that results on the part 
of the child when the one who is supposed to provide comfort is also the 
source of threats (Fonagy, 1999). One consequence is the subject’s severely 
hampered ability to mentalize – to understand the internal state of oneself and 
others – in attachment relationships. When an infant’s emotional expressions 
trigger anger, fear or dissociation in the parent, the infant comes to associate 
its own arousal with risk of abandonment, and the result is that a dissociated 
response is passed on from parent to child. Disorganized attachment is cou-
pled with a disorganized sense of self, to which violent men might react by 
trying to control their partner and externalizing (projecting) their own unbear-
able self-states onto her (Fonagy, 1999). Attachment theory’s explanation for 
men’s violence against women partners focuses entirely on childhood trauma 
and attachment deficiencies. Having an absent or hostile father is seen as a 
risk factor, but it must be preceded by a disorganized attachment pattern on 
the part of the mother. The normative assumption that women are the primary 
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caretakers of children, and that fathers provide the position of ‘the third’4 in a 
Freudian/Lacanian sense, is thus reproduced. Gender difference in the reac-
tion to childhood maltreatment, such that women tend to act violently on their 
own bodies in similar ways as men act on their women partners, is noticed 
and explained in terms of how boys and girls are differently positioned in 
relation to the same-sex parent. Women experience the voice of the mother 
being inside them, while men experience the father’s voice as external 
(Fonagy & Target, 1995). Because these sex differences are naturalized and 
not discussed in relation to culture, Fonagy proposes a theory of men’s vio-
lence against women informed by psychoanalysis, but without an account of 
masculinity. Youth and young men’s violence is not explicitly discussed, but 
as so much focus is placed on the formative years of infancy and early child-
hood, there is an implicit emphasis on age and childhood experiences, and a 
focus on the intergenerational transmission of violence in research on attach-
ment.  

Looking back and looking ahead 
To briefly summarize, the research field of (young) men’s violence against 
women is wide and disparate, and each of its strands has its merits and blind 
spots, its different empirical foci and theoretical underpinnings. While re-
search on dating violence and youth IPV is immensely important for directing 
attention to the scope of the problem in mainly quantitative terms, and for 
identifying risk factors and resilience among youth, studies on sexual violence 
on campus have rather delved into the structural problems of male sexual vi-
olence and sexist homosocial culture from a more sociological and theoretical 
stance. Scholars focusing on men’s discourses of violence have shown, 
through qualitative interviews, the self-conscious and rhetorical functions of 
men’s explanations for their violence, while structured action theory points to 
men’s use of violence as a resource for accomplishing hegemonic masculin-
ity. Studies on youth understandings of violence importantly stress how gen-
der norms shape the way in which youth accept or condone men’s and boys’ 
violence towards women and girls. Lastly, the heterogeneous research on vi-
olence and aggression from psychoanalytical viewpoints addresses in differ-
ent ways men’s violence as driven by unconscious motifs and fantasies, 
and/or stemming from often violent experiences in childhood and youth.  
                                                      
4 This concept will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 3, in relation to Benjamin’s notion 
of ‘the Third’. 
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What I especially take with me and build on throughout this dissertation is 
the ambition formulated by psychosocial researchers on men’s violence, 
which is to combine the insights from structural, discourse and gender re-
search with a psychoanalytic sensitivity to biographical narratives and their 
embodied emotional significance for young men’s subjectivities. Through this 
inroad, I wish to keep the emphasis placed by dating violence and youth IPV 
researchers – an emphasis on studying the particularities of youth violence. 
And with studies on campus violence in mind, I remember to look for how 
sexual violence can be understood in youth, and afterwards. Men’s talk of 
their violence will be a central component of the social in my psychosocial 
perspective, although not reduced to just speech, but combined with an inter-
est in unconscious investments in discourses. Correspondingly, psychoana-
lytic explanations are of great influence, but must in my opinion be accompa-
nied by a sensitivity to the cultural and discursive component of gender con-
structions and reproduction. Lastly, structured action theory’s focus on the 
relationship between masculinity and violence will be a recurrent source of 
both inspiration and debate in the chapters to follow. 
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3. A feminist psychosocial approach 

In this chapter, I present the main theoretical framework of the dissertation. 
To begin with, I shortly discuss the notion of violence, and how I use and 
understand this concept. Then I move on to describe my main theoretical 
framework. Because my analysis is informed by a combination of feminism 
and psychoanalysis, I will start by briefly presenting what such a combination 
might imply. One of its cornerstones is the feminist psychoanalytical thinker 
Jessica Benjamin’s theories of intersubjectivity. Her tradition of relational 
psychoanalysis and sources of inspiration and debate, from Melanie Klein and 
Nancy Chodorow to Donald Winnicott, will also be presented. I will also dis-
cuss the implications of combining psychoanalytic concepts with a notion of 
discourses, within a psychosocial perspective. Furthermore, the ontological 
questions that this particular theoretical mix gives rise to will be investigated, 
and my own ontological point of departure portrayed. Finally, I present Jean 
Laplanche and the psychoanalytic temporal concept of afterwardsness, and 
how it has been developed and used within psychoanalytic as well as queer 
theorizing. 

Definitions of violence      
There are several ways to define what violence is, and different conceptuali-
zations have been used in research including different types of violence. Phys-
ical violence is what often comes to mind when violence is mentioned, but a 
sole focus on the most extreme forms of violence may obscure its more com-
mon expressions, especially psychological, sexual or material types of vio-
lence that often go unrecognized as violence at all (Edwards et al., 2022). In 
this dissertation, I will explore very different forms of interpersonal violence, 
which inevitably raise the question of where we should draw the line between 
what does and what does not constitute violence. This will be discussed in 
particular in relation to the so-called ‘grey areas’ of sexual violence (e.g., 
Gunnarsson, 2020), but also in relation to the ambivalent boundaries around 
violence in a love relationship. 
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There have been substantial discussions within the research community not 
only on how to define violence, but also on how to explore the phenomenon, 
and controversies over research methodology, object and objective unavoid-
ably tie into questions of how to make sense of the nature of violence (Steen, 
2003). I will not discuss these debates at length, as violence is not a central 
analytical tool in the present dissertation. I mainly start from the ways in 
which the interviewed men themselves describe, understand and experience 
violence. But a brief explanation of why I elaborate with a broad concept of 
violence is nevertheless called for. 
 There has been a rather extensive debate over the knowledge claims in the 
research field of men’s violence against women within a Swedish context 
(e.g., Lundgren et al., 2001; Steen, 2003; Westerstrand, 2010) – a debate that 
partly parallels the different theoretical perspectives found in the international 
research context (Berggren et al., 2021). The objectives of research, explana-
tions of violence and associated terminology have been subject to intense dis-
cussions. In a research overview, Anne-Lie Steen (2003) makes a classifica-
tion of three main perspectives: a structural, an individual and a relational 
approach to violence. The structural approach is characterized by a focus on 
men’s power and control over women, regards violence as closely associated 
with men’s heterosexuality and as a phenomenon that is culturally condoned. 
The individual perspective, in contrast, sees violence as an expression of a 
lack of control and power, as nonsexual and culturally prohibited. Steen 
places the relational perspective in a middle position, with a both/and under-
standing of the different poles involved. Jenny Westerstrand (2010) makes a 
distinction along the lines of research aims, differentiating among researchers 
who want to predict, explain or see men’s violence. Prediction involves risk 
factors and regards violence as the exception, something committed by a few 
deviant men, which is similar to Steen’s (2003) individual explanation. The 
researchers who strive to explain violence in Westerstrand’s conceptualiza-
tion combine factors of, for example, gender, ethnicity, class and sexuality, 
and criticize the structuralist or radical feminist perspective (which Wester-
strand represents) for being one-dimensional. Westerstrand labels the per-
spective that she and Eva Lundgren, among others, stand for as simply femi-
nist, and as aiming to see the violence as a coherent whole, as common and 
committed by ordinary men.  
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One of the debates Westerstrand (2010) relates is about what to include under 
the umbrella of violence, and she argues for a broad definition of violence, 
similar to Liz Kelly’s (1988) concept the continuum of sexual violence.5 Liz 
Kelly uses the concept of continuum to address two aspects of sexual violence 
that she notices: the common character underlying many different forms of 
sexual violence, and how there are no discrete and clearly defined analytic 
categories of sexual violence, instead they merge into one another (Kelly, 
1988, p. 76). Kelly’s work and concept have been very influential within (rad-
ical) feminist research on men’s violence generally, not only regarding sexual 
violence. I also find her theorization helpful for pointing to the dual aspect 
mentioned above, and for her take on whether violence is common or deviant: 
‘The concept of a continuum can enable women to make sense of their own 
experiences by showing how “typical” and “aberrant” male behaviour shade 
into one another’ (Kelly, 1988, p. 75). 

My feminist intersubjective theoretical perspective contributes a general 
relational perspective on violence. Although I often analyse descriptions of 
violent interactions with a partner, I do not mainly look at the interaction 
within the couple, or search for explanations in the intersubjective dynamic to 
which both partners contribute. Rather, I analyse the narratives of men to see 
how they reproduce intersubjective patterns from, above all, earlier relation-
ships, but how they also are influenced by investments in discourses on het-
erosexuality and masculinity. I do not agree with Westerstrand’s (2010) rather 
monolithic presentation of feminist research on men’s violence, nor that a 
feminist aim must be just to see and not to explain violence. There is a plural-
ism of feminist theories that in my opinion complement each other, and if we 
refuse to explain violence on both structural and individual levels, it will be 
difficult to see how it could be reduced. In line with Kelly (1988), I regard the 
continuum model of violence (not only sexual) as helpful and argue that it 
may capture both the common and structural, as well as the individual and 
contingent, qualities of violence. Elaborating with a broad concept of violence 
runs the risk of making it diffuse, so that anything can pass as violence. It may 

                                                      
5 There are other highly influential ways of conceptualizing violence in research on men’s vi-
olence against women. Among others, a typology presented by Michael Johnson (2008) in-
cludes Intimate Terrorism, Violent Resistance and Situational Couple Violence. This typology 
has been criticized for obscuring the gender asymmetry of all violence and for not taking its 
escalation into sufficient consideration (Walby & Towers, 2018). It has also been criticized for 
being undynamic when explaining perpetrator psychology (Gadd & Corr, 2018). Hence, a strict 
typology misses both similarities between different kinds of violence and the subjective con-
tingencies of violent relationships, and is therefore less helpful for my own theorizations in the 
present dissertation.  
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also collapse categories into one another, for example between sex and rape, 
and seeing the structure of violence as undifferentiated and almost impossible 
to change (Steen, 2003). For this and other reasons, I do not use violence as a 
main analytical tool, but rather focus on the processes of recognition and non-
recognition, which are regarded as important components of very different 
situations of violence. I will elaborate further on these concepts when I discuss 
the theories of Jessica Benjamin in more detail.  

A productive marriage? 
Before presenting Jessica Benjamin’s theories of relational psychoanalysis 
and the tradition of psychosocial criminology, I will briefly paint a broader 
picture of different traditions of combining feminism with psychoanalysis. 

Psychoanalysis and feminism are both traditions with long and hetero-
genous histories – with myriads of branches, with innumerable advocates and 
adversaries, and both have a tendency to cause strong emotional reactions in 
all camps. The two traditions also have their own quarrelsome story. Right 
from the founding days of Sigmund Freud, psychoanalysis has met its femi-
nist opponents and contributors, both from within and outside its ranks. To-
day, if ever, it is impossible to talk of feminism in the singular, but we talk of 
feminisms, not of psychoanalysis but of psychoanalyses (Rudnytsky, 2000). 
The story easily lends itself to romantic analogies, as in the quote below, es-
pecially as heterosexual relations, family structure and patriarchal society are 
cornerstones of mutual interest. I would certainly argue, in line with Peter L. 
Rudnytsky, that the critical potential of each can help them both flourish: 

Both psychoanalysis and feminism are at their best when they are used as  
methods of critical interrogation that put received ideas to the test, and at their 
worst when they are allowed to harden into dogmas that furnish their adherents 
with a priori answers to every question. Because feminism and psychoanalysis      
unsettle each other’s complacencies, and thereby rekindle their own radical        
potential, what it may not be unseemly to term their marriage has – despite the 
storminess of the courtship – proven to be both enduring and fecund.            
(Rudnytsky, 2000, p. 2) 

 
Despite numerous differences, psychoanalysis and feminism share quite a few 
defining features. Both are simultaneously theory and social practice, con-
cerned with suffering and change: psychoanalysis in therapeutic practice and 
feminism as political organization. They are also invested in the interpretation 
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and analysis of human relations and behaviour, in manners that often question 
taken-for-granted assumptions and look beneath or beyond surface meanings. 
Furthermore, they aim in different ways at achieving some kind of liberation, 
against the structures of oppressive authority, whether these structures are to 
be located outside or inside the individual (Buhle, 1998). 

Feminist psychoanalysis and (re-)readings of Freud 
The rich and often ambiguous writings of Sigmund Freud on the topics of sex 
and sexuality have inspired many feminist theorists to point to the patriarchal 
assumptions as well as the radical potential of his writing and show how 
Freud, at the same time, builds on and transgresses patriarchal bourgeois 
norms. Both the paradoxes and ambiguities in Freud can, in my opinion, be 
used productively, because they make room for very different possible inter-
pretations as well as further theorizations. Some feminists, such as Juliet 
Mitchell, have seen Freud as giving a mostly accurate description and diag-
nosis of patriarchal culture, and the positions of men and women in such a 
culture:  

His theories give us the beginnings of an explanation of the inferiorized and 
‘alternative’ (second sex) psychology of women under patriarchy. Their con-
cern is with how the human animal with a bisexual psychological disposition 
becomes the sexed social creature – the man or the woman. (Mitchell, 1974, p. 
402) 

 
Readings of psychoanalysis against itself – or ‘interpreting Freud with Freud’ 
(Laplanche, 1999, p. 147) – have also proved very beneficial to the develop-
ment within psychoanalysis, as well as to critical traditions drawing on psy-
choanalysis to explore gender and sexual relations (e.g., Frosh, 1994). An ex-
ample of a way of reading Freud through Freud is the way in which Judith 
Butler (1995) has used his concepts of mourning and melancholia in combi-
nation with his theories of psychosexual development. She argues that there 
must be, in the Oedipal situation, an implicit taboo against same-sex desire 
and object choice (in addition to the taboo against incest and patricide) to ex-
plain how the child comes to develop a heterosexual orientation after the 
phase of bisexual polymorph perversion. Freud himself indeed argues that 
heterosexuality is an accomplishment and not simply biological destiny, but 
Butler’s claim is that the disavowed grief of the same-sex object choice comes 
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to be part of what forms and consolidates both ‘femininity’ and ‘masculinity’, 
melancholia thus being central to the experience of gender (Butler, 1995). 

What psychoanalysis has presented, since the outset, is a denaturalization 
of sexual categories and sexual identity as a permanent quandary and instable 
construction. But there is ambivalence in Freud when it comes to the biolog-
ical basis of sex:  

There is a tension between the Freud who is in search of a biological bedrock, 
and the Freud who develops a field of psychoanalytic enquiry which reveals a 
malleable biology. For Freud, this tension, arguably, has never been resolved, 
but the work of Lacan has been seen to clarify Freud’s confusion in the move 
away from biology and towards the primacy of the symbol and language. 
(Wright, 1992, p. 22) 

 
The plenitude of combinations of feminisms and psychoanalyses that exist 
can be arranged along different chronological, geographical and/or thematical 
lines. Mari Jo Buhle argues that, in the history of feminism and psychoanaly-
sis, the central polarities of ‘”biology versus culture” and “equality versus 
difference” play themselves out in a variety of often surprising ways’ (1998, 
p. 16). Out of two main schools of thought, one clusters around the North 
American interest in gender equality and a politics of sameness (of men and 
women being essentially similar), often connected to object relational psycho-
analysis and especially influential within psychology, sociology and peda-
gogy. The other is the French school of différance, focusing on sexual differ-
ence, theoretically close to Lacanian thinking and Jacques Derrida’s decon-
struction, from which the term différance stems (Wright, 1992, p. 403). 
Though mainly originating in France, with philosophers such as Julia Kris-
teva, Hélène Cixous and Luce Irigaray, this thinking has been important 
within the humanities broadly, on both sides of the Atlantic. Within this tra-
dition, Western thinking, including psychoanalysis, is criticized for reducing 
the female to ‘not male’, thus failing to theorize female subjectivity (Irigaray, 
1985). 

To theorize intersubjective processes between subjects, I find it more help-
ful to draw on relational psychoanalysts. They pronounce constructions of 
gender and the possibilities of truly relating to the other, in contrast to the 
Lacanian view of a rather isolated subject, highly determined by discourse 
(the symbolic) and whose relationships largely play out in the imaginary do-
main – as ‘a non-real, impossible connection with the other’ (Frosh, 1994, p. 
37). Therefore, I will more thoroughly present the object-relational school 
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within British psychoanalysis and the theories of Nancy Chodorow, as the 
relational psychoanalysis of Jessica Benjamin is influenced by these tradi-
tions. 

Object relational psychoanalysis 
The relational psychoanalysis of Jessica Benjamin, as well as the gender the-
ories of Nancy Chodorow and the psychosocial tradition, owes a lot to the 
thinking of British psychoanalyst Melanie Klein (1998). Klein was central to 
the development of psychoanalytic thinking post-Freud, and she is regarded 
as the founder of the British object relational school, which eventually came 
to be further divided into subgroups.6 Interestingly enough, after the death of 
Sigmund Freud, his legacy was contested, and two prominent female psycho-
analysts claimed to be his successor. As has often been the case in the history 
of psychoanalysis both before and after Freud, the conflict resulted in a split 
in traditions, between the teachings of Melanie Klein, on the one hand, and 
those of Anna Freud, on the other. Neither Anna Freud’s nor Melanie Klein’s 
theoretical development of psychoanalysis can be regarded as feminist per se, 
but there are a few important shifts in emphasis in Klein’s theory vis-à-vis 
Freud, and these contribute to her popularity among feminist scholars. Where 
Freud can be accused of phallocentrism – he centred his theorizing on the 
boy’s development and the role of the father and was passionately occupied 
with male genitals in his theories of castration anxiety and penis envy – Klein 
interrogates the importance of the mother and breasts, which are central to 
mothering. On the other hand, Klein regards masculine and feminine disposi-
tions as corresponding to the biological male or female, whereas Freud is less 
deterministic in this respect (Wright, 1992). Because Klein mainly focuses on 
the pre-oedipal development of the infant, before gender comes to be of sub-
stantial importance, she is not occupied with theorizing gender, and has there-
fore been argued to be insufficient for investigating the development of fem-
ininity and masculinity (Jefferson, 2021).  

Psychosocial criminologists have nevertheless often built on Klein’s theo-
ries in combination with a poststructuralist discourse analysis. I will discuss 
the psychosocial notion of the ‘defended subject’ (informed by Klein) further 

                                                      
6 Donald Winnicott belongs to the middle school of object relational psychoanalysis, and is 
important to Jessica Benjamin’s theorizing.  
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when I present the psychosocial tradition within criminology. Another psy-
choanalyst and sociologist influenced by Klein is Nancy Chodorow, whose 
work I now turn to. 

The North American tradition 
Nancy Chodorow is a pioneer in combining psychoanalytic theory with a 
more sociological account of gender formation. Chodorow builds on the ob-
ject relational theorizing of Karen Horney and Melanie Klein, which empha-
sizes the role of the mother and the particular characteristics of the girl (as 
opposed to Freudian phallocentrism). Central to Chodorow’s work is an anal-
ysis of the role of the mother in the psychic structures of masculinity (in boys) 
and femininity (in girls) (1978). During recent decades, she has emphasized 
dividing lines other than sex in gender formation, such as cross-generational 
same-sex difference, and points to how the distinction between woman and 
girl, and man and boy, can play a central role in forming one’s gendered iden-
tity (Chodorow, 2004, 2011a). Chodorow criticizes the difference tradition 
within South American and French psychoanalysis for reproducing sexual di-
chotomies between masculinity and femininity, and for being too theoretically 
orthodox (i.e., Freudian and/or Lacanian). For this reason, she argues, they 
miss the complex reality of the clinic and the particularities and heterogeneity 
of gender formation (Chodorow, 2004). I agree with the need to look for other 
dividing lines in gender formation, not least in terms of age and generation 
(cf. Nielsen, 2017), and to be open to less dualist thinking. 
 Nancy Chodorow (2011b) has also discussed male violence in relation to 
the father-son relationship. Furthermore, she focuses on the psychodynamics 
of masculinity and on the role of humiliation between men for understanding 
violence. Chodorow focuses mainly on terrorist violence, but in my view, the 
processes she describes can be related to other, more common forms of vio-
lence. Chodorow regards violence as deeply related to humiliation and hatred, 
particularly between men, and elaborates on how masculinity is involved in 
this process. Masculinity, according to Chodorow, is centred on two different 
‘psychic fault lines’ (2011b, p. 130). The first involves how men’s gender and 
selfhood relates to women and femininity. Chodorow argues, as does Benja-
min (1988), that masculinity is formed as a kind of defensive reaction to fem-
ininity. The original relationship to a woman (the mother) is imbued with fears 
of dependency as well as abandonment, and a loss of self. Masculinity, in this 
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sense, concerns ‘not being a woman or dependent upon a woman’ (Chodorow, 
2011b, p. 130).  
     The second fault line involves the role of narcissism and humiliation in 
masculinity, and how these phenomena are formed between men and propel 
reactions such as violence. Masculinity, in this sense, is about being an adult 
man and not a little boy. This fault line thus revolves around a central dualism 
other than that of femininity-masculinity, which is childhood-adulthood, the 
generational divide. How this complex is resolved on an individual level 
largely depends, according to Chodorow, on the boy’s relationship to his fa-
ther, and the father’s own sense of selfhood and masculinity. The central fear 
here is about being humiliated, shamed and subordinated to other men. For 
instance, softness in boys might be rejected by the father, and the hierarchical 
power between men can lead either to dominance and self-assertion, or a will 
to submit to a powerful and invulnerable male leader7 (Chodorow, 2011b). 
Chodorow suggests an Achilles complex to complement the Oedipus complex 
in boys, arguing that Homer’s story of Achilles portrays the power struggle 
between men, particularly between the older (father) and the younger (son). 
The Achilles heel of masculinity is therefore for a man to be humiliated, de-
feated or rendered powerless in the face of another man. 

In this North American tradition, sex and gender cannot be understood 
apart from the lived experiences of real men and women, whose particular 
embodied subjectivities are formed and reformed in a relation to particular 
others, with their own and others’ fantasies and unconscious communication 
being a central component of gender constitution. This tradition, and how it 
is further developed by Benjamin, is helpful when analysing violent (young) 
men’s subjective and embodied experiences in that it allows us to see both the 
general and the particular. 

Gendered family relations and intersubjectivity 
Nancy Chodorow elaborates the object relational perspective in a feminist di-
rection. Jessica Benjamin, who is influenced by Klein and Chodorow, moves 

                                                      
7 This distinction between dominance, on the one hand, and the will to submit, on the other, 
reminds of Benjamin’s distinction between twoness and oneness, which will be discussed. 
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her feminist psychoanalytic theories further in a relational direction. Benja-
min has written extensively on issues of gender formation and identification8. 
Central to her project is a criticism of Freud’s view of psychosexual develop-
ment and gender complementarity – the view that each sex has a distinct and 
complementary role to play, in a sexual relationship, in the family and in so-
ciety at large. Benjamin also ‘adds the domain of intersubjectivity – the im-
pact of real relationships on psychic life – alongside the more closed system 
of intrapsychic fantasy’ (Wright, 1992, p. 20), while Freudian, and even more 
so Kleinian psychoanalysis, generally favour phantasy9 over reality. 

In The Bonds of Love: Psychoanalysis, Feminism and the Problem of Dom-
ination (1988), Benjamin outlines her view of child development. She criti-
cizes the traditional view of psychoanalysis, which ascribes very different 
roles to the mother and the father in this process. According to traditional 
Freudian and Lacanian perspectives, the mother represents the early symbi-
otic merging between infant and parent, and the regressive wish of omnipo-
tence and narcissism in the baby (the longing for complete oneness with the 
mother, who fulfils all the child’s wishes). The father, on the other hand, rep-
resents the parental figure that breaks the symbiosis between mother and 
child, and introduces separation, morality and societal rules. In contrast to the 
dyadic nature of the mother-child relationship, the father (in the Freudian and 
Lacanian traditions) represents the third, and this triangular relationship is 
needed for the child to adjust to the reality principle (Frosh, 1994). In contrast 
to constant gratification of needs, the law of the father stands for prohibition, 

                                                      
8 Identification is an important psychoanalytical concept, defined by Laplanche and Pontalis 
(1988) as: ‘Psychological process whereby the subject assimilates an aspect, property or attrib-
ute of the other and is transformed, wholly or partially, after the model the other provides. It is 
by means of a series of identifications that the personality is constituted and specified’ and they 
continue: ‘In Freud's work the concept of identification comes little by little to have the central 
importance which makes it, not simply one psychical mechanism among others, but the oper-
ation itself whereby the human subject is constituted’ (1988, p. 205). The concept of identity 
has been criticised within poststructuralist feminist theory for reproducing a view of the subject 
as a stable and coherent whole. Benjamin argues for an ‘overinclusive’ view of gender devel-
opment that allows for multiple identifications, emphasising both sameness and difference: ‘I 
believe that one can give up the notion of identity, reified as thing, without throwing out the 
notion of identification, as internal psychic process.’ (1995b, p. 126). Identification is also cen-
tral to understanding developmental processes and gender constitution within feminist rela-
tional psychoanalysis (Nielsen, 2017, p. 37).  
9 Klein refers to ‘phantasy’ when it denotes unconscious, intrapsychic material, in contrast to, 
for example, conscious daydreams, which she labels ‘fantasy’. Throughout my dissertation, I 
strive to use the spelling of the respective theorists. Thus, when I refer to ‘phantasy’, it is to be 
understood in the Kleinian sense. Benjamin, Winnicott and Laplanche do not use this distinc-
tion, but write consistently of ‘fantasy’. 
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in the well-known form of the Oedipal limit: ‘you may not marry your mother 
and kill your rival father’. When the Oedipal complex is successfully solved 
by the child, the father’s rules are internalized in the form of a moral order: 
the superego. Thus, the child has taken an important step towards separation 
and autonomy. 

Benjamin wants to complicate and nuance this patriarchal and structuralist 
outline. She makes her case by drawing on more recent psychological re-
search on infants that questions early symbiosis and shows how infants, from 
the start, can discriminate between self and other. She uses the concept of 
intersubjectivity as ‘a theoretical standpoint to criticise the exclusively intra-
psychic conception of the individual in psychoanalysis’ (Benjamin, 1988, pp. 
19–20) and elaborates the idea of the early relationship as a kind of intersub-
jective play, involving attunement and nascent mutual recognition between 
child and parent. 

Benjamin also analyses the role of the mother in traditional patriarchal nu-
clear families for the development of femininity in daughters and masculinity 
in sons. Her argument is that (patriarchal) gender dualism in combination with 
the mother often being the primary parent creates a situation in which the son, 
in order to separate from the mother, overemphasizes difference and denies 
any identification and similarity with the mother, which allows him to become 
an independent masculine subject. The daughter, on the other hand, often de-
nies her individuality in order to keep a strong identificatory bond to the 
mother, and feminine gender formation thus fosters dependency and an em-
phasis on similarity. This gender dynamic is later reproduced in other gender 
relations, such as in love relationships. 

In her later work, Benjamin develops ideas of what the alternatives to these 
polarized ways of relating to others might be. An example is the notion of an 
‘overinclusive’ model of gender development, which allows for both same-
ness and difference (Benjamin, 1995b). She has also centred on the ethics of 
recognition – both in the clinical and the political context – and on the devel-
opment of the psychic capacity for intersubjectivity (Benjamin, 2018). The 
task is still to move beyond polarized ideas of doer and done to, subject and 
object, master and slave10, and to strive towards the ideal of mutual recogni-
tion and what Benjamin calls the Third. In contrast to Freud’s and Lacan’s 

                                                      
10 Benjamin discusses Hegel’s notion of recognition and the relationship between master and 
slave in his Phenomenology of Spirit. The dialectics of master and slave are complex, with the 
inherent possibility of a reversal of roles due to the master’s dependency on the slave for recog-
nition. But in Benjamin’s interpretation of Hegel and Freud, mutual recognition is doomed to 
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third, which is equated with the role of the father, thirdness for Benjamin ex-
ists already in the early interactions between mother and child. The concept 
of thirdness or the Third can be understood as a relational capacity, developed 
in interaction with significant others, in which a tension between sameness 
and difference is upheld. It is a relational space that exceeds individual sub-
jectivity, without collapsing in total merger and sameness – which Benjamin 
labels oneness. It also avoids the splitting into twoness, in which one is the 
acting subject (doer) and the other the object acted upon (done to). Thirdness 
is not a state or capacity that we can reach once and for all, but a function that 
necessarily will fail, and we will continuously oscillate between this and other 
ways of relating (oneness or twoness). The Third is a vantage point outside 
the two subjects that neither can own. Benjamin emphasizes how ‘we are not 
holding onto a Third, […] we are surrendering to it’ (Benjamin, 2018, p 23, 
emphasis in original). Surrendering, according to Benjamin, evokes notions 
of letting go of some of one’s existence as an independent, sovereign subject, 
and accepting our interconnectedness as well as our vulnerability and capacity 
to hurt. 

Benjamin elaborates the concept further, proposing a way to distinguish 
between the rhythmic Third and the moral Third. The first can be understood 
as a pattern or lawfulness that arises very early in human interaction between 
infant and adult. It can be observed in the mutual sharing of facial expressions 
and gestures, known as affective attunement, which resembles a dance with 
mutual accommodation to the other. In this kind of dance, both partners strive 
to mirror and match each other: to be in synch. Benjamin argues that this kind 
of interaction unfolds at the level of the Third, in which a co-created rhythm 
is created. This way of relating is embodied, preverbal and exceeds individual 
subjectivity. As Benjamin puts it: 

The thirdness of attuned play resembles musical improvisation, in which both 
partners follow a structure or pattern that both of them simultaneously create 
and surrender to, a structure enhanced by our capacity to receive and transmit 
at the same time in nonverbal interaction. The co-created Third has the transi-
tional quality of being both invented and discovered. To the question of ‘Who 

                                                      
fail: ‘The hypothetical self presented by Hegel and Freud does not want to recognize the other, 
does not perceive him as a person just like himself. He gives up omnipotence only when he has 
no other choice. His need for the other – in Freud, physiological, in Hegel, existential – seems 
to place him in the other’s power, as if dependency were the equivalent of surrender’ (1988, 
pp. 54–55, emphasis in original). This perpetual power struggle is what Benjamin wants to 
criticize and overcome. 
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created this pattern, you or I?’, the paradoxical answer is ‘Both and neither’. 
(Benjamin, 2018, p 31) 

 
What Benjamin calls the differentiating Third is the basis for the moral Third 
and refers to the capacity to, while sharing, keep in mind the difference of the 
other, as having a separate centre of initiative and perception, and different 
feelings and intentions (Benjamin, 2018). Surrendering to the Third involves, 
in Benjamin’s view, walking the fine line between oneness and twoness, rec-
ognizing the other as a separate subject, while also being open to the mutual 
co-creation of intersubjectivity, transcending individual existence. 

Benjamin’s concepts and theorizations help us see the fine-grained dynam-
ics of intersubjective relating –both when it works and where and how it fails. 
I therefore find them fruitful and interesting to apply to young men’s violence, 
with a view to capturing the subtle, the reproductive and gendered qualities 
of recognition and non-recognition. To understand the ground for these pro-
cesses further, Winnicott is of great help.   

Destruction and survival in mutual recognition 
Donald Winnicott’s (1969) influential paper ‘The use of an object’ is for Ben-
jamin ‘in many ways, a modern echo of Hegel’s reflections on recognition’ 
(Benjamin, 1988, p. 37). Winnicott sketches the developmental process of the 
little child, who struggles to make sense of and relate to an originally chaotic 
and unstructured reality. Similar to the object relational school of Klein, he 
regards the psychological manoeuvres of projection and introjection as char-
acteristic of early and primitive ways of relating. But in contrast to Klein, for 
Winnicott a developmental goal is the establishment of an independent out-
side reality that goes beyond the internal world of fantasy. The real other is 
not someone who is simply à priori there, only to be discovered when the 
child is ready. Rather, it is a complicated task for the child to create this out-
side reality, and to succeed, s/he is dependent on the reactions of the other. So 
even though Winnicott’s developmental theory belongs to the tradition of ob-
ject relations, his stance is more intersubjective as it highlights the importance 
of the real other. 
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Winnicott also breaks with the Freudian view of the reality principle11 as 
the social order and the reality of others to which the subject only with diffi-
culty has to surrender and adjust to. For Winnicott and Benjamin, establishing 
a relationship to a real other is in no way simple, and indeed involves pain and 
a rendering of omnipotent control. But it also comes with ‘the joy and urgency 
of discovering the external, independent reality of another person’ (Benjamin, 
1988, p. 44).  

Quite contrary to how the words are used in everyday language, as Benja-
min notes (1988, p. 37), relating to an object in Winnicottian terminology 
involves processes of projection and identification ‘that can be described in 
terms of the subject as an isolate’ (Winnicott, 2005, p. 118). In other words, 
this kind of relating takes place predominantly within the subject, in his or her 
fantasy, and the actions of a real and outside other are of less significance. To 
use an object, on the other hand, ‘the subject must have developed a capacity 
to use objects’ (Winnicott, 2005, p. 119). This capacity involves a ‘recogni-
tion of [the object] as an entity in its own right’ (2005, p. 120). What is more, 
the subject needs constantly to destruct the object in fantasy, in order to dis-
cover the real, external object, but only if the object survives destruction with-
out retaliation. According to Winnicott, this view ‘makes possible a new ap-
proach to the whole subject of the roots of aggression’ (2005, p. 124). Instead 
of regarding aggression as the subject’s reaction to the demands of the reality 
principle – that is, the end of its omnipotence and the inevitable need to adjust 
to the needs and limits of others – destruction is for Winnicott not primarily 
aggressive, but an act that helps the subject discover the external other. But, 
in contrast to conventional object relational theory, the outcome depends on 
how the object responds to destruction. If the subject is to successfully use the 
object, the external other must survive the attack without retaliating and with-
out surrendering. It is through survival of destruction that the object is placed 
outside the subject’s omnipotent control. Therefore, the subject discovers the 
other as someone (s)he cannot control, as someone who has an independent 
existence. 

The example Winnicott gives of this process is the therapeutic situation, in 
which the psychoanalyst must survive attacks from the patient. Survival in 

                                                      
11 Laplanche and Pontalis define the reality principle as follows: ‘One of the two principles 
which for Freud govern mental functioning. The reality principle is coupled with the pleasure 
principle, which it modifies: in so far as it succeeds in establishing its dominance as a regulatory 
principle, the search for satisfaction does not take the most direct routes but instead makes 
detours and postpones the attainment of its goal according to the conditions imposed by the 
outside world’ (1988, p. 379). 



45 

this context means that the psychoanalyst should continue with the analytic 
technique without retaliation of some sort, not even trying to interpret attacks 
from the patient, as this could seem like self-defence. Benjamin provides 
many examples from the parent-child relationship: ‘Survival means that the 
parent can tolerate deflating the child’s grandiosity enough – but just enough 
– to let him know that he can go only so far and no further, that someone else’s 
needs and reality set a limit to his mental feats’ (Benjamin, 1988, p. 71). The 
parent needs to set a clear limit for the child, but when the parent, on the other 
hand, over-reacts with retaliation and aggression, or constantly caves in to the 
wishes of the child, the parent does not survive. Thus, the child is left without 
the experience of an outside other that survives its acts of destruction, which 
will have consequences for its ability to engage in mutual recognition with 
another. When the parent does not survive for the child, the aggression and 
destruction that the child experiences must be turned inward and lived out in 
fantasy. 

In successful destruction (when the other survives), the distinction between 
mental acts and what happens out there in ‘reality’ becomes more than a        
cognitive awareness; it becomes a felt experience. The distinction between my  
fantasy of you and you as a real person is the very essence of connection.           
(Benjamin, 1988, p. 71) 
 

For the child with parents who are constantly retaliating or caving in, it will 
be difficult to distinguish between the fantasy other and the real other, and it 
will be difficult to truly connect with another subject. The central and consti-
tuting role of destruction must therefore be understood as the constitution of 
a real object, and a wish to find another (who installs a limit to the self). Ben-
jamin (1988) continues with an elaborate analysis of erotic domination, and 
how domination has become associated with masculinity, whereas submission 
is seen as feminine. Both poles play a complementary role and are mirror im-
ages of a solution to the problem of destruction; the masculine wish to domi-
nate is sprung from the struggle to find a (surviving) other; the feminine wish 
to submit is a desire to be reached and released by the other (1988, p. 73). The 
dynamics of domination can be identified also in a romantic relationship, 
where this is not part of an erotic game, as will be further discussed in Chapter 
5, 6 and 7.  
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Theorizing violence and masculine subjectivity   
The subject of this dissertation is young men’s violence against women part-
ners, which I want to address from a psychosocial viewpoint. I will briefly 
outline why I have chosen this particular theoretical inroad to shed light on 
this complex phenomenon, which is of course not one phenomenon but an 
intricate web of phenomena. 

The psychosocial tradition within criminology combines a notion of dis-
courses with a psychoanalytic interest in unconscious emotions and invest-
ments (e.g., Gadd, 2003; Gadd & Jefferson, 2007; Hollway & Jefferson, 
2013). Jessica Benjamin has occasionally been used to theorize masculinity 
and violence from a psychosocial perspective (e.g., Jefferson, 2002, 2021), 
but an engagement with Melanie Klein has been more common. Her ideas of 
the primitive defences of splitting and projection have been used to analyse 
men’s motivations for attacking a woman partner. Splitting can be explained 
as a way to deal with intolerable ambivalence and complex emotions through 
polarization – regarding oneself and others as all good or all bad, strong or 
helpless, independent or dependent, masculine or feminine, etc. The unwanted 
emotions and qualities can then be projected onto the other, so the partner 
becomes the weak or helpless victim, whereas the man remains strong and in 
control (at least in fantasy). Violence can therefore be seen to be used by men 
who cannot stand their own vulnerability, and therefore ‘produce’ vulnerable 
others. This goes hand in hand with investments in normative ideals of mas-
culinity, such as being strong and aggressive rather than weak (Jefferson, 
1994; 1998). This phenomenon, called the defended subject (e.g., Hollway & 
Jefferson, 2013), is an important contribution to our understanding of men’s 
violence, but I believe other psychoanalytic concepts can be of use as well, 
especially those capturing intersubjective processes. 

In line with psychosocial studies, in particular psychosocial criminology, I 
want to highlight how subjects are psychologically formed by their environ-
ment and how their behaviour is influenced by emotional, partly unconscious, 
conflicts and psychological defences. I find this perspective highly relevant 
for understanding the embeddedness of young men’s violence against women 
partners within social and relational settings. Behaviour is deeply relational, 
formed together with important others, both in the here-and-now and from 
earlier in life. How people act is thus neither rational nor simply transparent 
to themselves and their environment. Simultaneously, they are formed by the 
society in which they live, and how discourses make behaviour intelligible. 
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Subjects can make use of certain discourses to defend against difficult emo-
tions, and by aligning with these discourses, their emotional and relational 
patterns might go hand in hand with social ideals (Gadd & Jefferson, 2007). 
At other times, new or competing discourses can clash with previous dis-
courses and behavioural patterns, affecting subjects at deeply emotional lev-
els, as I will discuss more in Chapter 7.  

In this dissertation, I expand on psychosocial criminology by drawing in 
more depth from Benjamin’s and other psychoanalysts’ work. Her relational 
ontology, particularly the concepts of intersubjectivity, recognition and third-
ness, is well suited for an understanding of the relational phenomenon of 
men’s violence against women partners and complements Melanie Klein’s 
more intrapsychic concepts. Furthermore, Benjamin’s pronounced feminist 
perspective is well aligned with a feminist view of men’s violence, and an 
analysis and critique of masculinity, for which she has proved to be helpful 
(e.g., Karlsson, 2019), and which is one of the aims of the psychosocial per-
spective (Jefferson, 2002). Critical psychologist Ian Parker (2015) has criti-
cized Kleinian psychology for being essentialist and for naturalizing both het-
erosexuality and gender differences. Benjamin’s influences from social and 
critical theory, with her critical readings of, for example, Freud and Hegel, 
also make her theorizing suitable for a feminist critique of the rational and 
unitary (male) subject, and for instead theorizing a relational and vulnerable 
subjectivity. 

Afterwardsness and psychoanalytic temporality 
Intersubjectivity and relational psychoanalysis, in combination with a notion 
of discourses, are useful for analysing violent situations and relations. But to 
theorize temporal change in especially the perpetration of sexual violence and 
coercion, I need a concept that makes intelligible the intricate relationships of 
time, memory, self and other. Interviews are always retrospective in nature. 
The psychoanalytic notion of afterwardsness effectively captures not only rec-
ollection of the past, but how new experiences can work to destabilize and 
thoroughly change previous ones. The Freudian term of Nachträglichkeit has 
been translated to French as après-coup and to English as deferred action or 
afterwardsness (Fletcher, 1999). This concept was not developed particularly 
by Freud, but theorized more extensively by later psychoanalysts such as 
Jacques Lacan and Jean Laplanche. The concept of afterwardsness challenges 
the ordinary view of linear and chronological time.  
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Early on, Freud introduced the seduction theory, which he later came to 
abolish. Both its introduction and its dismissal are central to how psychoana-
lytic theories came to develop, and for the concept of afterwardsness espe-
cially. Freud presented the case of Emma and the seduction theory, where he 
postulated that the hysteric symptoms he observed in his female patients were 
due to them having been sexually assaulted as children (Freud, 1895b, 1895a, 
1896). The memories of the assaults had been repressed, but returned after 
puberty in the form of hysteric symptoms. In the case of Emma, a young girl 
starts to react with anxiety when she enters a shop. The reaction is traced back 
to events in the girl’s childhood, when the shopkeeper touched her sexually. 
At the time of the assaults, Emma was not able to understand the nature of 
these acts, but with puberty the awakening of her own sexuality introduces a 
new interpretation of what she had been subjected to. Because the memories 
of the assaults have been repressed to the unconscious, the effect is only evi-
dent through symptoms that emerge retroactively, or nachträglich with 
Freud’s words. The discovery of sexuality in puberty introduces a new under-
standing, which changes not only the memory of the event, but also the very 
nature of that event in itself. The analysis of the case of Emma thus brings 
about a new conception of temporality, with the central notion of 
Nachträglichkeit. Freud never developed this concept more thoroughly, but it 
resurfaces at times in his theorizations. He came to abandon the seduction 
hypothesis and instead introduced the idea of infantile sexuality. With Freud’s 
idea that also children are sexual creatures, there was no longer a radical shift 
with the introduction of puberty, which was part of the explanation for the 
new meaning ascribed to the previously unintelligible events (Fletcher, 1999). 
Freud’s new understanding of infantile sexuality led him to presume that the 
hysteric symptoms were rather the effect of forbidden sexual wishes that had 
been repressed but resurfaced in the form of symptoms. This does not mean 
that sexual assault does not occur and cause trauma and later symptoms, such 
as in the case of Emma, but these cases assumed a less prominent role in 
Freud’s elaboration of the workings of the psyche. Here, another line of con-
flict and debate can be discerned: the role ascribed to real events and real 
others, on the one hand, and the importance of intrapsychic processes and 
fantasies, on the other. With the abandonment of the seduction theory, Freud 
definitely moved in the direction of favouring fantasy over reality. Later rela-
tional psychoanalysts, such as Benjamin, want to highlight the importance of 
real others in combination with a psychoanalytic notion of fantasy formation. 
The Kleinian psychoanalysts, on the other hand, tend to emphasize internal 
phantasy over actual others. In an attempt to account for the origin and nature 
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of the internal fantasy world of infants and children, Freud came to develop 
theories of a structure of universal or primal fantasies, which are inherited and 
can explain how the same Oedipal structure is reproduced. But for Laplanche 
and Pontalis, Freud’s turn to biology and the development of the species to 
explain the primal fantasies represented an impasse in psychoanalytic think-
ing, ‘an entrapment in a dualism of inherited constitution versus the traumatic 
event’ (Fletcher, 1999, p. 10).  

Jean Laplanche has elaborated on the concept of afterwardsness, alone 
(1985, 1999) or together with Jean-Bertrand Pontalis (1968). For Laplanche 
and Pontalis, the case of Emma and the seduction theory represent something 
central in the nature of human sexuality. It captures the enigmatic quality and 
how sexuality is first encountered through the other, thereby coming from the 
outside rather than surfacing from within the subject, although no distinction 
between outside and inside exists at the time: ‘To sum up’, they write, ‘we 
have a subject who is pre-subjectal, who receives his existence, his sexual 
existence, from without, before a distinction between within and without is 
achieved’ (Laplanche & Pontalis, 1968, p. 5). This ‘pre-subjectal’ subject is 
the child. In Laplanche’s elaboration of psychoanalysis, the ‘real’ other is thus 
of great importance, although a total separation between reality and fantasy, 
outside and inside, cannot be upheld. Sexuality, in his conception of it, not 
only intrudes from the outside other, but has a traumatic quality to it, being 
too early and too much for the child to handle. Laplanche writes of a primal 
seduction that occurs when unconscious sexual material from the adult is 
transmitted to the child. This seduction is ‘the foundational process of the hu-
man being’, a universal situation characterized by ‘a profound asymmetry: the 
infant’s passivity and openness to the actions, gestures and words of the other’ 
(Fletcher, 1999, pp. 10–11). Although Laplanche, like Benjamin, pronounces 
the importance of communication with a real other, the relationship in his 
version is less idealistic, and the unconscious ‘message’ the adult transmits to 
the child, to a greater extent than in Benjamin, has a enigmatic and violent 
quality to it. Combining their respective perspectives is thus done with diffi-
culty, and in this dissertation, Laplanche’s work is therefore used mainly for 
his elaboration of the temporal concept of afterwardsness. His associated the-
ories on seduction and sexuality are touched upon, but not integrated into the 
larger frame of feminist intersubjectivity. 

In psychoanalytic writing since Freud, the concept of Nachträglichkeit or 
afterwardsness has been used to explore a wide range of phenomena, often 
centred on how time and temporality are linked in complex ways to (trau-
matic) life events and life narratives (Bistoen et al., 2014; Goldin, 2016; 
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Laplanche, 1999; Stern, 2017). Also in queer childhood studies, concepts of 
development and of maturing and growing up – as a straightforward and linear 
process – have been challenged through queer experiences and trajectories, 
through which temporal concepts have been destabilized. Kathryn Bond 
Stockton (2009) and Elisabeth Freeman (2010) are examples of scholars of 
queer temporality who have used the concept of afterwardsness in a somewhat 
new context. 

Afterwardsness introduces a conception of temporality in which time 
works in two directions: experiences in the past produce effects that are intro-
duced at a later stage in life, and later experiences might also shed new light 
on and transform previous events. When only relating to the first aspect, there 
is a linear notion of temporality, but a ‘gap’ in time between the traumatizing 
event and the effect. If the first experience is to affect the subject, there needs 
to be a second event that changes the meaning of the first (House & Slotnick, 
2015). Moreover, the first event is imbued with some enigmatic quality, a 
‘message’ (Laplanche, 1999) that cannot be translated at the time, but the im-
pact of which later resurfaces. The second aspect captures how temporality is 
reversed, so that the event later in life changes the nature of the first. 
Laplanche uses the concept après-coup or afterwardsness in both senses, to 
encompass ‘a third term’, which is the message from the adult to the infant. 
‘In my view', he writes, ‘afterwardsness is inconceivable without a model of 
translation: that is, it presupposes that something is proffered by the other, and 
this is then afterwards retranslated and reinterpreted’ (1999, p. 265).  

Donnel B. Stern (2017) makes another distinction between the shifting 
temporality of afterwardsness, as it regards two different notions of time: the 
scientific and linear time known in Greek as Chronos, and the personal and 
lived time of Kairos. Psychoanalytical thinkers have argued for a broader use 
of the concept, compared to how it was originally used by Freud, for example 
as ‘experiences of retrospective disorganization’ (Goldin, 2016, p. 408). Hay-
dée Faimberg (2007) has argued that it is applicable to the psychoanalytic 
situation as such, to capture what happens in the interaction between analyst 
and analysand. The process of clinical psychoanalysis is in essence about re-
interpreting and ascribing (new) meaning to events earlier in life. From a re-
lational perspective, this process of afterwards production of meaning is in-
tersubjective in nature. Moreover, Laplanche’s (1999) idea of the message 
and of translation centre on both the communication between self and other, 
and how this communication shapes the intrapsychic world of fantasies. 

The theories discussed above make up the framework for my analysis of 
the interviews in the empirical chapters. With the psychosocial perspective, I 
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share an interest in how the psychological and the discursive interact, and with 
Jessica Benjamin’s relational psychoanalysis, I focus on the intersubjective 
dimensions of young men’s violence against women. With the help of espe-
cially Jean Laplanche’s elaboration of afterwardsness, I also highlight how 
experiences of violence perpetration in youth relate to a psychoanalytic notion 
of temporality. 
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4. Methodological considerations 

The empirical material for this dissertation consists of interviews with men 
who have been violent against women partners in their youth. Though this 
choice of research subjects was justified both theoretically and empirically, as 
discussed in the introductory chapter, in practice it turned out to pose quite a 
challenge for this project’s realization. I now present the larger project of 
which my dissertation is part, and then outline the long and winding road to-
wards finding research participants. Subsequently, I briefly present the inter-
viewees and the interview context and thereafter discuss the ontological and 
epistemological assumptions underpinning this qualitative project using a 
feminist psychoanalytic theoretical framework. Then I describe how the in-
terviews were conducted and analysed, and I conclude with a discussion of 
the ethical implications of this research.  

A research project on boys’ violence against girls 
This dissertation originated as part of a larger project on young men’s violence 
against women partners, called Parents’ and friends’ response to boys’ vio-
lence against girls in intimate relationships,12 led by professor Lucas Gottzén 
and assisted by associate professor Kalle Berggren and me, at the Department 
of Child and Youth Studies, Stockholm University. The project officially ran 
between 2015 and 2021. We have worked together in outlining the empirical 
direction for the project, in the recruitment process and in conducting inter-
views. We have also discussed results and analyses and co-authored an article 
and book chapter. When it comes to analytical focus and theoretical frame-
work, on the other hand, my dissertation is an independent contribution to the 
project. Out of the ten interviews in this dissertation (nine with men and one 
with a mother), I have conducted eight, Gottzén one and Berggren one. I will 
now describe the recruitment and interview processes in more detail. 

                                                      
12 Föräldrars och vänners respons på killars våld mot tjejer i nära relationer, funded by the 
Swedish Research Council for Health, Working Life and Welfare, 2014-0222. 
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Recruitment – its impasses and adjustments 
It is not an exaggeration to say that this project has seen a fair number of 
difficulties and drawbacks with regard to finding and recruiting participants 
to interview. The recruitment process lasted from 2015 to 2021, and eventu-
ally resulted in nine interviews with men who had been violent to women 
partners in their youth, and one interview with the mother of one of the young 
men. There were several reasons for wanting to find young participants, one 
of them being the lack of empirical research in a Swedish context on young 
men’s violence against woman partners. Young men were originally defined 
broadly as boys from the teens (approximately 13) up until youth or young 
adulthood (approximately 25). The inadequate attention to this group is also 
evident in the lack of social and therapeutic interventions for partner violence 
targeting youth in particular. This gap in the research and intervention has 
been emphasized by both researchers and practitioners in the field (e.g., Brå, 
2021; Korkmaz, 2021) and is an important part of the reason this project was 
carried out. Unfortunately, the lack of interventions and attention to the prob-
lem of young men’s violence against women also created a kind of Catch 22 
regarding recruitment. Recruiting interviewees from organizations that pro-
vide treatment for partner violence has many advantages. First, these men 
have already been provided with a safe environment in which to get help to 
stop their violence and assault and talk about their experiences. This dimin-
ishes the risk of the interview bringing up sensitive topics and emotions that 
the interviewees are afterwards left alone to cope with. Moreover, the thera-
pists working in these organizations become gatekeepers to interviewees – 
they can help assess who is suitable for participation and provide potential 
participants information about the project. For these and other reasons, re-
cruiting men through such treatment organizations is a popular choice in re-
search on men’s violence against women (e.g., Gottzén, 2019a). But the prob-
lem we faced when contacting organizations was that almost all of them an-
swered that they seldom have men in treatment who are under the age of 25. 
Formally, they welcome anyone over the age of 18, but as most of their clients 
are referred from the social services’ family units, most of the men are fathers 
over the age of 25. Despite the vast number of treatment organizations (around 
40) that were contacted throughout Sweden, this was true of almost all of 
them. Even the two organizations that aimed to address young men in partic-
ular, which were contacted on several occasions over the years, answered that 
they had difficulties finding young men who admitted to having been abusive 
in an intimate relationship. These organizations were either in the process of 
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starting their work with targeting young men for treatment, or had worked 
with boys and young men for some time, but only with violence directed 
against other boys and men.  

After a long period of unsuccessfully trying to recruit through Swedish 
treatment organizations, and in other ways described in detail below, we de-
cided to try to extend our search to also include Norwegian treatment organi-
zations. We had information that a well-established Norwegian anti-violence 
organization had already for some time been targeting young offenders at a 
treatment centre in Norway. But through e-mail contact with this organiza-
tion, it turned out that they only had treatment for young men who had been 
violent in public spaces, not focusing on violence against women. We there-
fore decided not to pursue the Norwegian recruitment track. Instead, we con-
tacted a foundation in Sweden that works towards gender equality and against 
violence and had started a website to reach young people subjected to, or sub-
jecting others to, IPV. They provide contact and treatment for young people 
in violent relationships, both through an online chat and through consultation 
with a psychologist. The foundation wanted to help but was a little hesitant 
about the possibilities of recruitment, and as it turned out, it was not possible 
to recruit participants through them. 

Due to the difficulties associated with recruiting men from organizations 
working with IPV, several other recruitment avenues were also tested. We 
contacted The Swedish Prison and Probation Service (Kriminalvården) and 
asked for their permission to recruit young men convicted for partner vio-
lence, who were either in prison or on probation. After quite a long period of 
negotiation, an agreement was reached in which the service agreed to help 
with recruitment, in exchange for receiving a written report from us research-
ers. The Swedish Prison and Probation Service estimated that they could help 
us recruit at least 5 to 10 young men for our study. But when the recruitment 
was to be executed by the appointed officers, there were not enough young 
men to ask, because the Service wanted to restrict recruitment to only one 
probation office. Our request to expand the recruitment to several probation 
offices across the country was declined, and due to the failure in recruiting 
participants, the contract had to be abandoned. Similarly, we reached out to 
The Swedish National Board of Institutional Care (Statens insitutionsstyrelse, 
SiS, hereafter called), who provide compulsory care for young people with 
psychosocial problems, including young sexual offenders. After quite exten-
sive contact via e-mail and telephone, officers at SiS agreed to help with re-
cruitment from their special residential home for young sexual offenders. The 
recruitment was just about to commence when SiS unfortunately informed us 
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that they had launched their own study, and the competition in terms of re-
cruitment would mean they could no longer help us find interviewees.  

It should also be noted that at both The Swedish Prison and Probation Ser-
vice and SiS, our contacts located centrally at the organizations were optimis-
tic about the possibility of recruitment, while contacts in the field were more 
sceptical. At the time of the fieldwork, there was only one SiS institution di-
rectly targeting sexual offenders, and the psychologist there informed us that 
only a small minority matched our criteria of partner violence (two boys were 
asked but declined participation) – the majority had committed other sexual 
offences, such as incest and sexual abuse of children.  

Trying yet another inroad to finding participants, we requested and read 
through hundreds of sentences for assault and battery, searching for cases 
where young men (under 25 years of age) had assaulted young women. The 
sentences were collected from Stockholm District Court (Stockholms tings-
rätt) and included 7 cases of aggravated violation of a woman’s integrity13, 
343 cases of assault and battery14, 22 cases of rape and one case of sexual 
abuse15. Out of the total number of 373 sentences that we went through, only 
9 matched our criteria. The other 364 cases either concerned men older than 
25 and/or did not involve female victims. The 9 young men were contacted 
by regular mail, in which we presented our study and asked for their partici-
pation in the form of telling their story. Our plan was to call them after sending 
the letter, but as it was very difficult to find their telephone numbers, we had 
to rely on them contacting us after receiving our letter. None of the young 
men answered. Given how time-consuming this recruitment method was, and 
how small our chance of success, we decided not to pursue this route to find-
ing participants any further.  
 Furthermore, we contacted The National Association for Social Field 
Work (Riksförbundet för fältarbete) to make contact with professionals who 
potentially meet young and violent men in their everyday work. They agreed 
to help us and published a post written by us on their blog, with a link to the 
project’s homepage. We sent posters to the Student Health Office at one uni-
versity, which they agreed to hang up. We hung paper posters with infor-
mation about our study and contact details at a total of 10 universities all over 
Sweden. One department also shared our advertisement on Facebook. Our 
posters resulted in one interview with a man over 25 who had been violent in 
his youth (before the age of 25).  
                                                      
13 ‘Grov kvinnofridskränkning' in Swedish  
14 ‘Misshandel’ in Swedish 
15 ‘Sexuellt tvång’ in Swedish 
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Our research group also had a meeting with one organization for gender 
equality, held a lecture and informed their volunteers (who meet young and 
violent men) of our project, and we provided written information as well as 
paper posters. The Swedish Secretariat for Gender Research (Svenska 
sekretariatet för genusforskning) helped us spread information about the pro-
ject in their network, and information was sent to two other mailing lists for 
gender researchers. A couple of voluntary organizations helped us by posting 
our ad on their homepages, and we also posted our ad in several Facebook 
groups, spread it through our social media platforms and asked friends and 
acquaintances to share. Our post with a call for interviewees, information 
about the project and link to our homepage was shared over 150 times on 
Facebook and it resulted in two interviewees who met our criteria and were 
interviewed.  
 Moreover, we have been in contact with several Youth Guidance Centres 
(Ungdomsmottagningar) and Centres for Young Men (Mottagningen för unga 
män, MUM) in Stockholm, Gothenburg and Malmö. They have been both 
interested in the study and helpful, but unfortunately unable to identify young 
men matching our criteria. They have often referred us to organizations work-
ing especially with violence, which in their turn have referred us back to those 
organizations working with youth. This has not only increased our frustration 
with the recruitment process, but also our impression that young men’s vio-
lence against young women always seems to exist somewhere else, as some-
one else’s problem. This picture has been confirmed by professionals working 
with issues of violence in youth relationships, which has both been comforting 
and discouraging to hear.  
 Finally, as a partial solution to the recruitment problem, we decided to also 
include men over the age of 25 who had been violent against women partners 
in their youth (before the age of 25), for retroactive interviews. Eventually, 
and after persistent attempts at contacting treatment and other organizations, 
institutions, professionals and young men themselves over the course of sev-
eral years (from 2015 to 2021), three young men under the age of 25 were 
recruited through treatment organizations, and another three men one or a few 
years older than 25 were recruited for retrospective interviews. Moreover, one 
man under and two over the age of 25 were recruited through advertisements 
online and on campuses. In addition to the nine interviewees who were men, 
the mother of one of the young men was interviewed as well. The mother was 
recruited as an interviewee by her son: After the interview, he was asked about 
the possibility of interviewing a friend or family member, based on our inter-
est in how friends and family have reacted to the young men’s violence. He 
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approved of us contacting his mother, and she agreed to be interviewed as 
well. Our initial plan was to interview several family members and friends of 
the interviewees, but this was not done for a couple of reasons. First, the 
young men we asked were often reluctant to let us interview a friend or a 
relative, and at other times this was not appropriate, as they had not spoken 
about their violence to their friends and family. Moreover, given the recruit-
ment difficulties that became increasingly obvious, our efforts were concen-
trated on finding more young men to interview. 

The heterogeneity of the interviewees in terms of age, type of violence and 
method of recruitment can be regarded as both a strength and a limitation. The 
apparent problem with including men over the age of 25 for retroactive inter-
views is that time has passed since their youth, and memories as well as atti-
tudes might have changed with age. At the same time, all interviews are ret-
rospective in the sense that interviewees are recalling previous experiences. 
This dimension of the interviews is discussed further in the concluding chap-
ter of this dissertation. The young men between 20 and 25 often described 
relationships in their early teenage years, as well as more recent relationships. 
Therefore, the temporal distance to the relationships described was rather a 
feature of all interviews. Temporal changes in experiencing violence perpe-
tration also became an important aspect and a theme brought up during the 
interviews and analysed in the empirical chapters.  

Reflections on the recruitment process and the project’s focus 
Despite our extensive efforts to attract interviewees to our project, we did not 
find as many as we had hoped for. A few possible reasons for this have already 
been mentioned, but another might have to do with the framing of our research 
and our research object. Young men’s violence against women was the pro-
nounced topic already in the project description, but after conducting a few 
interviews, it became clear that several of the interviewees were or had been 
reluctant to call their behaviour ‘violence’. Based on this observation, we re-
phrased our advertisement in social media, the information to the potential 
men and on our posters – we broadened the descriptions of what we were 
looking for, and avoided using the term ‘violence’ – in order to attract more 
men with experiences they might not think of as violence. Another observa-
tion from the interviews was that pressurized sex was a theme that surfaced, 
and that was also ambiguously connected to violence. Therefore, we made a 
second poster that specifically addressed sexual grey areas, with an explicit 
reference to #metoo. The headline of the first was: ‘Have you crossed a line 
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in a relationship?’ and the second: ‘Have you reflected on your actions after 
#metoo?’16 These efforts at rephrasing our focus did not particularly help in 
the recruitment process, but it is difficult to know whether or not this can be 
attributed to a general challenge in attracting interviewees through ads and 
posters, or whether it is this particular population of young men – a group 
willing to talk to an unknown researcher about their problems with aggression 
and crossing a line in relationships – that is especially difficult to recruit. In 
retrospect, a possibly more fruitful strategy could have been to search for 
young men who wanted to talk about sex and relationships in general, and we 
would probably – given the statistical frequency of violence in youth relation-
ships – have come across men with experiences of some form of violence (cf. 
Hirsch & Khan, 2020). 

Participants 
All the men who participated in this study admitted to having been physically, 
psychologically and/or sexually violent or coercive against a woman partner 
(or several), on one or many occasions. Most of the men defined their actions 
as violence, whether or not these acts included physical violence, but two pre-
ferred the term ‘nagging sex’17 and did not specifically state whether or not 
they considered this violence. In this research project, violence is defined 
broadly and encompasses physical, material, sexual and psychological vio-
lence, including threats of violence directed towards the female partner or 
someone close to her. For methodological and epistemological reasons, we 
started from the interviewed men’s own definition of their behaviour as vio-
lence (or coercion), including a wide range of abuse. It is impossible to objec-
tively define their acts as violent (or not), and the research focuses on their 
subjective experiences of violence perpetration (definitions of violence will 
be further discussed in Chapter 4). The men ranged in age (from 21 to 43 at 
the time of the interview), but they were also differently positioned in terms 
of class, ethnicity/race and place (rural or urban). Most of the men had been 
in, or were going to, some kind of psychotherapeutic (group and/or individual) 
treatment due to their violence perpetration – but two had not. In the follow-
ing, I briefly present all interviewees to give a picture of the main elements of 
their respective stories, as well as their age, occupation and current life situa-

                                                      
16 See Appendix A for posters 
17 ’Tjatsex’ in Swedish 
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tion. They are presented in chronological order from when they were inter-
viewed; their real names have been replaced with pseudonyms in alphabetical 
order, matching the names’ origin.  

Adam 
At the time of the interview, Adam was a 22-year-old man in treatment for 
being violent towards his female partner and son. He was currently unem-
ployed, with an upper secondary school education in a male-dominated blue-
collar profession. Adam is from a small town in a rural area in Sweden, his 
parents are ethnic-majority Swedes. He described both his own victimization 
by a violent and domineering father, and how he himself had problems with 
controlling his anger. Adam was partly raised in foster homes due to his fa-
ther’s violence and aggression. He described that living with his father after 
his parent’s separation was like ‘being a slave’. He had currently no contact 
with his father but described having a good relationship with his mother. 
Adam also said he was teased and bullied throughout his years in school. The 
violence he directed against his partner was mostly psychological and mate-
rial, but also physical. He had grabbed, held and pushed her against a wall and 
shouted at her. He also hit things and directed violence against himself, and 
he tried to commit suicide. He said his suicidal thoughts were driven by a fear 
of ending up like his father, who was violent towards partners including 
Adam’s mother. Adam also described how he had made contacts on a sex site 
and planned to be unfaithful to his partner, and how he had pressurized his 
girlfriend to have sex. 

Bojan 
Bojan was 22 years old at the time of the interview. He had been studying at 
university, but dropped out and currently had a blue-collar job. He was born 
in Sweden, raised by his two parents who migrated to Sweden from the Bal-
kans in the early 1990s. He moved a few times during his childhood and 
youth, between towns and cities of different sizes, and was at the time of the 
interview living in a mid-sized town in a rural area of Sweden. During a period 
in his childhood, he, his mother and sister stayed at in institution for compul-
sory care, where parents get help with their children, due to the domestic vio-
lence. Bojan described his father as very controlling and physically violent 
towards him, his sister and mother. During his childhood, Bojan was exposed 
to both physical and psychological abuse. He was very scared of his father, 
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and when his parents divorced, he stayed with him and was very critical of 
his mother. Bojan was violent towards other boys during his school years and 
reacted with violence when someone offended him. At the time of the inter-
view, he had been going to treatment at an organization working with IPV for 
about three years, both individually and in a group setting, for being psycho-
logically and physically abusive towards his girlfriend. He had shouted at her, 
hit and broken things and held her so firmly at one point that she could not 
get away. He said treatment had changed him a lot. He had a better relation-
ship with his mother but no contact with his father.  

Christopher 
Christopher was 23 years of age at the time of the interview and studying at a 
university for a middle-class profession. He lived in a mid-sized city in Swe-
den, but grew up in a small village outside a large city. His parents, ethnic-
majority Swedes, divorced when he was a child, but he continued to live with 
both and described his relationship with his parents as good. He was bullied 
during elementary school but had a lot of friends from 6th grade. Christopher 
saw our advertisement on Facebook and volunteered to be interviewed due to 
having nagged on his first girlfriend for sex, as he framed it. He did not de-
scribe having committed any other kind of violence towards partners, alt-
hough he said his second girlfriend in retrospect had said he was emotionally 
abusive, something he did not understand or recognize. When he was 15, he 
met his first girlfriend, then 14. They started having sex, mostly on his initia-
tive, and in retrospect he understood what happened as ‘nagging sex’. During 
their relationship, it seems to have bothered him a bit that he had to nag on 
his girlfriend to have sex, but he said he felt mostly content with getting sex, 
feeling like ‘a real man’. He said he came to reconsider his actions when he 
heard about ‘nagging sex’ in the public discussion. Later, he was also con-
fronted by his ex-girlfriend, who said he had raped her. When this information 
spread among his circle of friends, he was rejected by several of them, and 
threatened on social media. Christopher felt very bad about what he had done 
and thought about it a lot. He did not mention taking part in any kind of psy-
chotherapy or other treatment for violence. 

David 
David was 45 years old at the time of the interview. He had a university degree 
but came from a background that he describes as working class – his parents 
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had only upper secondary education and his mother was mostly at home dur-
ing his childhood. David grew up in an ethnically diverse suburban area out-
side a larger city in Sweden, where he regarded his ethnicity as majority-
Swede as different and less valued. He saw our advertisement on a campus 
and volunteered to participate. David described an insecure upbringing with 
a domineering, violent father and a submissive mother. He had been violent 
and aggressive towards female partners from a young age, and described 
problems with controlling his temper and having outbursts of anger. He had 
screamed at his partners and thrown things around him, but said he had never 
been physically violent against a partner. David also recalled from his early 
teens that he had sometimes groped young girls without their consent and 
taken part in a situation in which several boys had sexual contact with a young 
girl in a way that bordered to sexual abuse. David had been going privately to 
several therapists over the years, but only in one case did he seek therapeutic 
help for his violence. This was cognitive behavioural therapy that lasted only 
three sessions. He was unsure of how much it had helped him. He had also 
been going to psychodynamic psychotherapy, bodily psychotherapy and heal-
ing.  

Emir 
Emir was 26 years of age at the time of the interview and studied at a univer-
sity for a white-collar profession. He had a partner and a small child. Emir 
was born in the Balkans, but came to Sweden with his mother in his early 
childhood. He grew up in the suburbs to a major city in Sweden, but has for 
some time been living in a mid-sized town. His father was a member of the 
armed forces during the Balkan war, was violent towards Emir’s mother, and 
abused alcohol. When Emir came to Sweden, he lived with his mother, sister 
and stepfather. His stepfather punished him physically and verbally, and was 
also controlling of Emir’s mother. His mother also beat him, although he said 
he thinks she did not want to. After his mother left his stepfather, violence at 
home became less frequent although subsequent boyfriends of the mother 
were also physically and/or psychologically violent or threatening. Emir was 
violent towards other boys during his childhood and youth, and involved with 
a criminal gang that used a lot of drugs. He said he harmed himself from an 
early age in stressful situations, as a punishment when he felt inadequate. He 
had also been violent against his girlfriend, both physically, psychologically 
and by breaking material things. Moreover, he had been aggressive towards 
his son. Emir had been in treatment at an organization working with partner 
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violence for a little over a year. He had also been in cognitive behavioural 
therapy three times in a primary health setting due to his violent behaviour. 

Filip 
Filip (33 years of age) worked in a male-dominated blue-collar profession. He 
grew up in a small village in a rural area in Sweden, his parents had working 
class occupations. Filip had experienced problems dealing with anger and ag-
gression since he was a child, which became problematic in his teens. He was 
then teased and harassed because of how angry he became, and because he 
was a little overweight. His parents, ethnic-majority Swedes, divorced when 
he was in his teens, and he moved with his mother to a new town where he 
made new friends. His mother’s new partner had psychological problems and 
was physically and emotionally abusive to Filip’s mother and siblings. Oth-
erwise, Filip said he had a good upbringing and good relationships with both 
of his parents, especially his father. He was convicted for battery when he beat 
another boy in his teens, and after this he was not bullied anymore. Filip said 
they let him be when he fought back physically and had friends who backed 
him. In his early 20s, he had a blackout in one situation where he assaulted 
two men, but did not remember anything afterwards. He then decided to check 
if he had ADHD, contacted his primary health clinic and was eventually di-
agnosed. He explained a lot of his problems with his temperament with refer-
ence to his diagnosis. In his early 20s, he bought a house, which he said saved 
him from the fights, because he stayed at home more and did not go out so 
much. He still got into fights sometimes, but it did not get out of control. Filip 
had been violent against two partners; he screamed at them, hit and threw 
things, pushed, hit and held his current girlfriend in a stranglehold. He said he 
crossed the line but puts the blame on both partners as equally responsible for 
the escalation of violence, and said that his partner screamed and was violent 
towards him as well. Filip has been in treatment for aggression and violence 
a few times over the years at an organization working with partner violence. 
He said it helped him prevent the conflicts from escalating into violence. 

Gustav 
Gustav was 39 years of age at the time of the interview. He lived in a small 
town in a rural area of Sweden, had a blue-collar job and three children with 
two different women. Gustav grew up in the countryside: his father was a 
farmer and his mother was mostly unemployed, they are ethnic-majority 
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Swedes. Gustav described an upbringing with a very unpredictable and mean 
father who was addicted to drugs and was violent towards him and his mother. 
Gustav had been in treatment for being violent against women partners since 
a young age. He said he had not been physically violent, but emotionally abu-
sive, controlling and threatening. He had also been aggressive towards and 
threatened male friends of his partners. Moreover, Gustav described how he 
had always had difficulties with reciprocity in sex, and how he pressured girls 
to have sex with him from an early age, although they did not want to. He said 
it has been like this in all of his relationships, and described how he finds it 
very hard to accept a ’no’, because it makes him feel worthless. He also has 
difficulties with reading the other person’s signals, and described the times 
when sex had worked well as ’mere luck’. Gustav mentioned a few situations 
that affected his view of his own behaviour: in relation to partners and friends, 
a lecture on partner violence by a representative from the union and later ther-
apy and treatment. Although he now regards his behaviour as violent and 
wrong, compared to how he previously saw it, he finds it difficult to change.  

Hampus 
Hampus was 25 years old when the interview was conducted. He was born 
and grew up in a larger city in Sweden, in which he still lives. His parents 
have an Asian immigrant background, and Hampus attributed a lot of his par-
ents’ lack of warmth and focus on educational and work success to their Asian 
background. His father has a blue-collar job, and his mother was at the time 
of the interview not employed, but had been previously. Hampus had been 
going to treatment for being psychologically violent against his girlfriend. At 
first when he sought help it was due to pressure from his girlfriend, and he 
said he did not get anything out of it because he saw himself as the victim. 
But after several unsuccessful interventions from primary health care and a 
youth centre, he contacted an organization working with young men’s vio-
lence. He had then realized he needed help and could therefore benefit from 
the psychological treatment. A lot of the problematic situations Hampus de-
scribed were quarrels and disrespectful behaviour with his partner that were 
sometimes somewhat vague as regards where they cross the line to violence, 
something we discussed in the interview. 
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Isak 
At the time of the interview, Isak (34 years of age) was studying in a higher 
vocational education programme. He grew up in and lives in a mid-sized city 
in Sweden, and his parents are ethnic-majority Swedes, divorced for as long 
as he can remember. He described his parents as good people, but difficult to 
talk about emotions with, as they seldom give any response or asks questions, 
although Isak has tried to bring up emotional topics. He said he was a happy 
and easy child without any major difficulties. In his early twenties Isak met 
his first girlfriend and had a relationship with her that lasted for several years. 
A few years after the relationship ended, Isak was contacted by his ex-girl-
friend who accused him of having abused her. Isak was disconcerted by this 
as he had not realized this at the time, but after having thought about it for a 
while it was clear to him what she meant. During a period of their relationship, 
he had pressured her into having sex when she did not want to. When Isak 
talked about it in the interview, he labelled it ‘nagging sex’, but he only had 
vague memories of the situations that it refers to. Isak had not been going to 
treatment or sought help for this, but said he had changed a lot and is much 
better at communication in his current relationship. He was very regretful and 
confident he would never do anything similar again.  

The context: treatment and other discourses of violence  
Out of the 9 men interviewed, 6 were currently or had recently been going to 
treatment for violence at a voluntary organization. One man had not received 
therapy, and another did not mention treatment or psychotherapy at all. A third 
man said he had been going to psychotherapy privately, mostly for reasons 
other than violence. 

Regarding voluntary treatment for partner violence in Sweden today, it is 
mostly provided by organizations that address partner violence, often with an 
eclectic method that combines, for example, systems therapy with elements 
of CBT (cognitive behavioural therapy), sometimes from a gender equality 
perspective, and often strongly influenced by the Norwegian method and or-
ganization ATV (Alternativ til Vold – Alternative to Violence) (The National 
Board of Health and Welfare, 2020). 

For participants going to treatment, it had probably affected their own view 
of their violence, for example in terms of definitions of what constitutes vio-
lence, but also in relation to the causes of their own violence and how they 
narrate their experiences and change in relation to violence (cf. Gottzén, 
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2019a). Most of the interviewees in treatment mentioned that they had 
changed their view of violence. However, there are other contexts and dis-
courses that also inform the interviewees’ definitions, and view, of violence. 
The past decade has seen a growing debate over issues of partner and dating 
violence, for example in relation to the #metoo campaign. This has changed 
the discourse of sex, consent and grey areas of sexual violation (Alcoff, 2018; 
Gunnarsson, 2020). Moreover, there are competing discourses of heterosex-
ual relations that work in the opposite direction: for example by minimizing 
pressurized sex in a heterosexual relationship, because sex is seen as a neces-
sary part of such a relationship, and men are considered the pursuers of sex 
(Gavey, 2019). How different contextual factors emerge in the material is dis-
cussed in relation to the interview material in each of the empirical chapters. 
There is not one privileged context for the interviews, but instead shifting dis-
courses that emerge depending on the topic and analytical emphasis – for ex-
ample discourses on heterosex, masculinity or a therapeutic discourse. Fur-
thermore, there is no way of knowing or drawing lines – neither between dif-
fering discourses nor between the informants’ experiences and discourse. As 
David Gadd (2004, p. 384) summarizes: ‘deciding which bits of interviewees’ 
narratives convey the complexities of their experiences, as opposed to socio-
cultural imperatives, is a perennial problem for biographical researchers’.  

Psychosocial ontology and epistemology 
From a psychoanalytical ontological and epistemological perspective, the 
therapeutic process involves both a creation and a recreation of history: the 
subject’s past (Karlsson, 2010). Neither the treatment that some of the inter-
viewed men have received nor the empirical material of this dissertation (the 
research interviews) are psychoanalysis proper. But this dissertation shares 
with psychoanalysis its ontological view of the subject and of truth, and thus 
the kind of knowledge that is produced through talk (its epistemological 
claims). The psychoanalytic knowledge production has been compared to 
both postmodern, hermeneutic and phenomenological epistemologies, in that 
it considers knowledge production to be relational, situated within a social 
context, involving intentional subjects and without objectivist claims (Hunt, 
1989; Karlsson, 2010; Kvale, 1999). The narratives created in the research 
interviews reflect and exceed the subjective truth created by these men in in-
teraction with others, in treatment and elsewhere. Because both of these en-
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deavours (treatment and interview) are intersubjective in nature and sur-
rounded by different frames of expectation; they will inevitably produce dif-
ferent outcomes in the meeting between two or several subjects (Kvale, 1999). 
In refusing to choose between what is often polarized as knowledge created 
(relativism) and knowledge recreated (realism), the truth of psychoanalysis 
captures both aspects. It is a kind of truth that is subjectively meaningful and 
follows a narrative structure, but this does not mean that its relation to histor-
ical events and ‘facts’ is arbitrary or infinitely variational (Karlsson, 2010; 
Laplanche, 1999). For a personal narrative to come across as true and be of 
emotional and transformational value, it must have a strong connection to 
subjective historical experiences. From this perspective, the narratives created 
in the research interview are not regarded as simply the articulation of a par-
ticular discourse, therapeutic or otherwise, even though these discourses prob-
ably have influenced the subjects’ view of themselves and of violence. But 
for this influence to be incorporated into a meaningful story, it must ring true 
to these men; it must have a subjective truth value.  

In the simultaneous creation and recreation of the past, in treatment as well 
as in the interview context, there is a particular temporal logic that can be 
captured by the concept of Nachträglichkeit or afterwardsness, which I dis-
cuss more thoroughly in Chapter 3 and 7. This logic might be defined as fol-
lows: ‘The significance of what was will be determined from the present per-
spective, whose significance in turn depends on its relation to one’s past and 
future. These three dimensions of time – the present, the past and the future – 
are interwoven with one another’ (Karlsson, 2010, p. 184). Therefore, when 
the past is (re)created, it does not only reflect the truth of the then and there, 
but the truth of the then and there as perceived through the here and now, with 
an idea of and desire for a certain future. Translated to the situation of men 
who, in their youth, have been violent against partners, I would argue that 
their memories of past experiences of violence cannot be separated from how 
they understand themselves today, and what they hope to be in the future (gen-
erally non-violent). This kind of non-linear temporality is an important aspect 
of the ontology of psychoanalysis (Laplanche, 1999), one that is investigated 
more thoroughly in Chapter 7.   
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In search of the word and the world through interviews 
All in all, ten interviews were conducted for this project. The interviews lasted 
between 78 and 179 minutes, with an average of 129 minutes. They were rec-
orded on audiotape and transcribed verbatim, with all confidential details left 
out during transcription. Three experienced researchers conducted the inter-
views. Based on my previous work as a clinical psychologist and previous 
research on young adults and depression (e.g., Bornäs, 2017), I have experi-
ences of both clinical and research interviews on sensitive topics. 

The method of doing qualitative research interviews has been thoroughly 
discussed and debated, and conducting interviews is a common method of 
qualitative inquiry with a long history (Kvale, 2007). The kind of data inter-
views produce has been questioned from more positivist scientific perspec-
tives, and this critique has been seriously met and discussed (e.g., Kvale, 
1994). I will not go into a detailed discussion of the generalizability, validity 
and reliability of qualitative research, in general, and qualitative interviews, 
in particular, because I do not want to start from the defensive position of the 
qualitative researcher expecting critique from a position she does not share. 
Instead, I will discuss a few approaches to doing qualitative interviews that 
have influenced this project, including how they have informed my methodo-
logical decisions.  

Narratives as ‘wordly’ constructions 
A common way of approaching qualitative data, especially interviews con-
cerned with informants who are retelling some aspects of their lives, is 
through narrative analysis. There are several different approaches within this 
tradition, focusing on, for example, identities and positionings within stories 
(e.g., Bamberg, 2004), self-narratives (e.g., Holstein & Gubrium, 2000) or 
small stories (e.g., Georgakopoulou, 2007). The main focus of this theoretical 
and methodological tradition is on how identities or selves are created in talk, 
and how this talk takes on discrete patterns that can be analysed. The emphasis 
is on the how rather than the what of narratives. Narrative analysis shares 
many of its ontological and epistemological assumptions with other construc-
tivist and discursive approaches, with a focus on how reality is formed 
through language. What narrative researchers highlight more than many oth-
ers do is how narratives are created within a certain context, and how the in-
teraction between interviewee and interviewer is central. The complex power 
dynamics of the interview are thus vital for understanding what enables cer-
tain self-narratives (Presser, 2005). 
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This interest in the dynamics between interviewee and interviewer is 
shared by psychosocial researchers such as Wendy Hollway, Tony Jefferson 
and David Gadd (e.g., Hollway & Jefferson, 2013; Gadd & Jefferson, 2007; 
Gadd, 2004), but they shift the focus somewhat and put more emphasis on the 
intersubjective level. Of interest is not only how narratives are co-created, but 
what is left out, and contradictions, ambiguities and emotional – often uncon-
scious – communication. Where narrative researchers often stay on the level 
of verbal language, psychosocial researchers highlight the need to combine 
an understanding of the discursive elements with a sensitivity to the psycho-
logical, emotional and irrational (defensive) in communication (Gadd, 2004). 
I will now present in more detail methodologies commonly used within a psy-
chosocial perspective. 

A psychosocial engagement with words and worlds 
Psychosocial methodology and narrative approaches have both similarities 
and differences. Narrative researchers also focus on how stories are created in 
the interview situation, and they are sensitive to how respondents strive to 
create coherence and intelligibility in the ways they recount their experiences. 
But apart from looking at coherence and logic, the psychoanalytical frame-
work also brings a sensitivity to the opposite: ‘Free associations defy narrative 
conventions and enable the analyst to pick up on incoherencies (for example, 
contradictions, elisions, avoidances) and accord them due significance’ 
(Hollway & Jefferson, 2013, p. 34). Like the clinical psychoanalyst, the psy-
chosocial researcher listens to contradictions and conflicts in the stories. Both 
the narrative and the psychosocial researcher strive to move beyond the strict 
question–answer dynamic of the traditional interview. Because the psychoso-
cial perspective emphasizes both the psychological and the social dimension, 
the dilemma of where to put the emphasis – on the word or the world, in rel-
ativism or realism – cannot be solved in an either/or fashion, I would argue in 
line with Jean Laplanche (1999) and Gunnar Karlsson (2010). The aim must 
be to try to listen to both. Many researchers of the narrative tradition tackle 
this epistemological quandary by putting the narratives themselves in focus, 
bracketing questions of ‘real’ events and experiences. But from a psychoso-
cial perspective, this strategy misses part of the picture:  

[…] our central idea that people’s lives have a biographically unique ‘reality’ 
which our open questions were designed to elicit. Only if this were not the case 
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could it be argued that the answers given by respondents are merely ‘produced’ 
by the discursive frame of the questions. (Hollway & Jefferson, 2013, p. 34) 

 
Hollway and Jefferson’s (2013) model is developed for doing qualitative re-
search on ‘defended subjects’ from a psychosocial perspective, and they call 
their interview technique a ‘free association narrative interview’. Because this 
dissertation is aligned with this perspective regarding both its subject matter 
(violence) and its theoretical perspective (feminist psychoanalysis), many of 
their ideals of interviewing are shared, although their method was not strictly 
followed. The opening questions of each interview we conducted were open-
ended and explorative, the goal being to elicit stories from the interviewees 
and encourage them to freely express their experiences in their own words. 
Subsequently, the interviewer took care to use the respondents’ own words 
and phrasings in follow-up questions, to stay close to the interviewees’ own 
stories. Furthermore, the interview questions aimed at being specific and pre-
cise, asking about particular incidents that the interviewees could recall. The 
intention was to obtain detailed stories and accounts of what he (or she) had 
done and how (s)he felt about it, rather than abstract generalizations. Exam-
ples of opening questions were ‘Can you tell me about yourself?’ or some-
times ‘Can you tell me about how you came to organization X?’ (when the 
interviewee was in treatment).18  

Influenced by clinical case studies from a psychoanalytical perspective, 
Hollway and Jefferson’s model also takes the unconscious workings of both 
the interviewer and the interviewee into account. The kind of reflexivity that 
this approach values has similarities with other kinds of research reflexivity 
(e.g., from a feminist perspective), but it differs in that it recognizes conflict-
ual forces and emotional reactions that the subject is only partly conscious of. 
They explain their use of the transference relationship in the following man-
ner:  

In line with our theoretical starting-point, we intend to construe both researcher 
and researched as anxious, defended subjects, whose mental boundaries are po-
rous where unconscious material is concerned. This means that both will be 
subject to projections and introjections of ideas and feelings coming from the 
other person. It also means that the impressions that we have about each other 

                                                      
18 The full interview guide used can be found in Appendix B, although the nature of the inter-
views was very free and followed the narratives of the interviewees closely. The questions in 
the interview guide were used to check that all central topics were covered, but the order in 
which questions were brought up varied greatly.  
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are not derived simply from the ‘real’ relationship, but that what we say and do 
in the interaction will be mediated by internal fantasies that derive from our 
histories of significant relationships. (Hollway & Jefferson, 2013, p. 42) 
 

Although I share most of the theoretical assumptions made by Hollway and 
Jefferson, based in the theory and practice of psychoanalysis, I do not share 
their view on the extent to which these are applicable to the interview situa-
tion. It is importance to stress the essential differences between clinical psy-
choanalysis and qualitative research, and the use of transference in the inter-
view situation must be done with caution, I would argue. Although transfer-
ence emotions can play out in the research interview, there are important and 
fundamental differences between the interview and the psychoanalytic situa-
tion, which is the foundation of the concept of transference. In clinical psy-
choanalysis, the analyst and the analysand develop a transference relationship 
over a long period of time, often several years, and through frequent clinical 
sessions in which a strict frame is applied and the analysand is allowed to 
associate freely. In research using semi-structured interviews, the frame is 
quite different and focused on the pronounced objective of asking and receiv-
ing information on a particular topic that the interviewee has experience of. 
In contrast to psychoanalysis, the interview is conducted for the sake of the 
interviewer and research project, and there is no therapeutic aim (Kvale, 
1999). 

Therefore, although my theoretical perspective is informed by psychoanal-
ysis, the empirical interview material is not derived from a psychoanalytical 
process, which has implications for how far the interpretations can be taken. 
In psychoanalysis and psychodynamic psychotherapy, there is also a possibil-
ity of ‘testing’ interpretations through the continuous careful analysis of the 
analysand’s or patient’s reactions, and in the light of new material produced 
within the transference relationship (Kvale, 1999). As Steinar Kvale rightly 
mentions, this is a question not only of validity, but also of ethics: ‘The ex-
tended and close personal interrelation of the therapeutic interview allows for 
more penetrating clinical forms of investigation and validation than will be 
ethically feasible in a brief research interview’ (1999, p. 103). 

For all of these reasons, in the analysis of the interviews in this dissertation, 
I do not reflect on the potential unconscious dynamics between interviewer 
and interviewee as is done in Hollway and Jefferson’s model. I consequently 
play down this aspect of the interviews, and instead regard them as intersub-
jective situations in which meaning is co-created, without drawing on the in-
terviewer’s own psychological conflicts in the interpretation of data, or the 
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interviewee’s projections on the interviewer. On the other hand, I do allow 
myself to make theoretically grounded interpretations of the interviewees’ po-
tential unconscious emotions and investments when it comes to other central 
relationships in their lives, in line with Hollway and Jefferson’s psychosocial 
methodology. The intersubjective dynamics I mainly focus on are from the 
violent interactions the men describe, both from their childhood and from 
their relationships to women partners. I also interpret possible links between 
the two, informed by feminist psychoanalysis. Theoretically informed careful 
interpretations are accordingly made based on both the theoretical and the-
matical coherence within and between interviews. I will be careful not to give 
definitive statements about the unconscious processes of any single individ-
ual, but by reading the interview material with the help of theory, I propose 
possible illustrations of intersubjective processes that the interviewees de-
scribe, in line with previous qualitative interview research within a psychoso-
cial framework (e.g., Frosh et al., 2002; Gadd, 2004; Hollway & Jefferson, 
2013). 

The challenges of interviewing men who have been violent 
Another approach to conducting qualitative interviews with men who have 
used violence that has similarities to Hollway and Jefferson’s model, which I 
have also been inspired by, is Margareta Hydén’s teller-focused interview 
(2014). Like Hydén, I regard the interview situation as a relational practice 
that involves the co-creation of narrative by both interviewer and interviewee. 
For the sensitive topic of partner violence, it is especially important to be 
aware of interviewees’ tendencies of avoiding talking about their own vio-
lence, and for the interviewer to find ways of tackling this problem. As a 
trained clinical psychologist, I am used to interviewing around sensitive top-
ics and to showing the person relating the story that I am accepting of him/her 
and willing to listen to anything that comes up in a non-judgmental way. This 
is one important way of eliciting stories of violence, in combination with ask-
ing direct and specific questions of violence, and not being afraid of asking 
them again in case of vague or evading answers. At the same time, this attitude 
comes with an ethical dilemma and risk of colluding with the men’s own in-
terpretation of their violence. As Hydén (2014) argues, the power dynamics 
of the interview situation are complex, and the interviewee and interviewer 
are situated differently in relation to power, where both have power in differ-
ent ways. The fact that I am dependent on the interviewees’ participation for 
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my research, and therefore owe them a debt of gratitude, plays a role in struc-
turing this relationship. There is an obvious risk that this gratitude makes me 
as a researcher overly sympathetic towards the men, and it might lead to a 
tendency to hold back provocative or uncomfortable questions.  

As a trained clinical psychologist, I am also used to being empathic with 
the patient, or interviewee, and to a great extent taking their perspective. At 
the same time, I am used to talking about uncomfortable and sensitive topics, 
looking ‘underneath’ the surface of the narrative, and not just accepting ex-
cuses or rationalizations as the whole picture. I found that these contradictory 
aspects of the interview situations shaped how I experienced them, and they 
were, for these reasons, emotionally and professionally challenging. Because 
the interviewees often spoke about their own victimization, in addition to their 
perpetration of violence, it was easy for me to find reasons to at least partly 
empathize with these men. Another reason is that they displayed shame and 
guilt for their behaviour in a way that I found to be genuine, and that they 
despite this agreed to be interviewed. The sole fact of our enormous difficul-
ties in attracting interviewees to the project was reason enough for me to feel 
humbled by gratitude towards the participants. I never felt threatened or afraid 
of these men19, which likely affected both the agreeableness of the interview 
situations and my interpretation of them afterwards, as it was often easier for 
me to regard them as vulnerable victims than as powerful perpetrators. On the 
contrary, I was often impressed by the men’s abilities to reflect over their 
behaviour and emotional reactions and by how well they verbalized vulnera-
ble emotions in front of a woman researcher who was a stranger to them. This 
did not match my unarticulated expectations of typical violent men, and per-
haps made me overly sympathetic towards them. For some of them, this can 
partly be explained by their being accustomed to psychotherapy, but not all 
of them had this experience. I tried to be aware of this, both at the time of the 
interview and when listening to and reading the interviews and analysing the 
interaction, but it would be naïve to suggest that these intersubjective aspects 
of the interview situations did not in the end shape the outcome of this disser-
tation. After all, I do believe that the intersubjective processes of interviewer 
and interviewee are both central to the production of knowledge and to a high 
degree opaque, as they also involve unconscious processes that we can never 
fully know or control. As Jennifer Hunt expresses the epistemological limits 

                                                      
19 In contrast to threats and coercive behaviour that other female researchers on violent men 
sometimes have reported, see, e.g., Presser (2005). 
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recognized by psychoanalytically informed researchers, ‘the scientific ac-
counts of both social and intrapsychic worlds are inevitably partial and in-
complete’ (Hunt, 1989, p. 28). 

A set of cases 
The recruitment process lasted for several years, as previously explained. The 
selection and analysis of cases thus proceeded in a sequential manner, which 
was the result not only of a long and difficult recruitment process, but also of 
a conscious methodological choice (Silverman, 2013; Small, 2009). The in-
terviews were conducted, transcribed and analysed one by one, as participants 
were recruited throughout the study. This gave me and my colleagues the pos-
sibility to engage in in-depth reflection on one case at a time, which could 
guide the empirical and theoretical research focus, and provide an opportunity 
to somewhat modify the questions and direct attention towards emerging 
themes in the material. 

Generalizability and representativeness in a sample are ideals that guide 
quantitative researchers. These ideals are often misleadingly applied to cri-
tique qualitative research for having small or biased samples. It is important 
not to fall into the trap of trying to meet quantitative ideals with qualitative 
methods – such an endeavour will inevitably fail. Instead of regarding the sum 
of the individuals interviewed as one sample, I rather approach them as a col-
lection (or set) of cases (Small, 2009). Instead of aiming for statistical gener-
alization, the goal is theoretical generalization, saturation, logical inference 
and transparency of analysis (Silverman, 2013; Small, 2009). The final col-
lection of cases is not statistically representative of the whole population of 
men who have been violent against women partners in youth. But I argue in 
line with Small that what I face ‘is not a “bias” problem but a set of cases with 
particular characteristics that, rather than being “controlled away”, should be 
understood, developed, and incorporated into [my] understanding of the cases 
at hand’ (2009, p. 14). 

Thus, the theoretically informed analyses I make of the cases are interpre-
tations of individual men’s stories, grounded in previous qualitative and quan-
titative research, rather than generalizations about men’s violence in general. 
The stories have qualities that are both biographically unique and common 
among the different men interviewed. Still, I am aware of the limited number 
of cases at hand, and I do not argue that the sample was saturated in the sense 
that an exhaustive number of experiences and topics was addressed. On the 
other hand, I do not think that saturation of the sample would have been 
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achieved with twice as many interviewees – as the characteristics of the par-
ticipants were influenced by their voluntary participation in research. This is 
a characteristic of the sample that is very difficult to avoid in this kind of 
research, but the variation might have been greater if more inroads to recruit-
ing interviewees had proved successful.  

Analysis – emerging themes and patterns  
Before I started to analyse the interviews and identified relevant themes, the 
recorded interviews were listened to and observations about the tone of voice, 
affective qualities of speech and other spontaneous observations of general 
and theoretical nature were noted in the written transcripts. The transcripts 
were subsequently read several times again to become well acquainted with 
each interview. When starting to identify themes for the written analysis, the 
guiding principle was the desire to stay true to the whole, or the Gestalt – the 
form – of the narrative (Hollway & Jefferson, 2013) and avoid a fragmenta-
tion of data, which commonly occurs when interview material is divided into 
small parts through computerized coding. The theoretical frameworks of fem-
inist psychoanalysis and psychosocial theories were activated in the process 
of analysis, in an oscillating abductive manner of moving back and forth be-
tween theoretical concepts and empirical material. For the sake of giving a 
detailed account of how the analysis of the empirical chapters was performed, 
I will take Chapter 7 as an example. This analysis was structured around the 
theme of sexual coercion, which stood out as a recurring theme in several of 
the interviews after listening to and reading them. Because this chapter is 
based on several interviews, all the quotes concerning this topic were col-
lected from the interviews and read both in relation to the whole – or Gestalt 
– of the interview itself and in relation to the other quotes.  

First, I collected all the quotes from the interviews that in some way related 
to a broad field of pressurized sex, sexual coercion or issues of consent, and 
then I copied them into one document. Afterwards, I printed the document 
and read it through several times, highlighting parts of the quotes with a dif-
ferent colour for each theme that reoccurred in the material. Working abduc-
tively, I also read the quotes in relation to literature on sexuality, feminism, 
recognition and afterwardsness (e.g., Benjamin, 2018; Gavey, 2019; Hollway, 
1998; Laplanche, 1999). From this theoretical perspective, which combines 
poststructuralist feminism with psychoanalysis, I especially looked for when 
the men expressed how they related to the female other, but also how they 
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implicitly or explicitly conveyed views of masculinity, heterosexuality and 
consent. Furthermore, I noted those times that an interviewee explicitly men-
tioned their own changes in view of violence or consent, and other expressions 
that were of an explicit temporal nature, such as ‘before I… but now…’. I also 
highlighted when they referred to public debates such as #metoo. 

The ten themes I found in this first categorization were: (uncertainty about) 
consent; longing for closeness/love; sexual pleasure; rejection; shame/guilt; 
confrontation; relating to the other; the other’s feelings/experience; to suc-
ceed; discourses of heterosexuality and changes over time. The more theoret-
ically driven theme discourses of heterosexuality (Hollway, 1998) was di-
vided into four subthemes: permissive; have/hold; male sex drive and pene-
tration imperative. Relating to the other was divided into oneness, twoness 
and thirdness, following Benjamin’s (2018) distinctions. Many of the quotes 
related to several of the themes. Some themes included many quotes, while 
others were more marginal.  

I subsequently cut out each quote from the paper, put them on a whiteboard 
and organized them according to themes. As each quote often belonged to 
several themes, I arranged them in a mind map fashion, trying to fit them in 
visually between the different themes that I had written on the whiteboard. 
After arranging and rearranging the quotes on the mind map, certain themes 
were more closely aligned than others. Here is an illustration: 

Christopher: I had a girlfriend when I was 15 to 18. That… that I nagged, I 
nagged on her a lot to have sex with me. And… she contacted me later, after 
we had broken up, and that she said that… yes that I had raped her, and I un-
derstand that. Eh… and... that... yes, it was… it was something I then thought 
I had the right to, I mean sex in, in a relationship… so I was very persistent, 
thought that if she eventually says yes, then you can have sex, eh… I guess that 
was like how I saw sex then when I was, yes 15, 16, 17. 

 
In this quote, Christopher brings up issues that align with several different 
themes. First, there is the question of consent brought up in his description of 
his ‘nagging’. Then, there is the confrontation with his ex-girlfriend who says 
he raped her. He says ‘I understand that’, implying he can now relate to the 
other’s feelings/experiences. He then explains his view of sex in his teens as 
something he had ‘the right to […] in a relationship’, which aligns with the 
have/hold discourse of heterosexuality (which posits that sex is a mutual and 
exclusive right in a romantic relationship). There is also the question of 
change over time and, extrapolating a little from the quote, his ‘I was very 
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persistent, thought that if she eventually says yes, then you can have sex’ hints 
at a way of relating to the other in twoness – where one is nagging and the 
other one is giving in. It seems also to be an expression of the male sex drive 
discourse, in which the man is the persistent pursuer.  

When I read this quote in relation to the other quotes and the theories, a 
pattern emerged of a change in some of the interviewees’ view of sex and 
consent and ways of relating to the women partners. This change, I argue from 
a psychosocial perspective, involves both a discursive and a psychological 
shift, and has a temporal quality of afterwardsness – where experiences in the 
present and close past (e.g., the confrontation) influence the interviewee’s 
recollection of the past as well as his view of himself and his future. 

Ethical considerations and reflections 
Violence perpetration is an especially sensitive topic, and in order to carry out 
this project, many ethical considerations and precautions had to be taken to 
protect the interviewees, as well as victims of violence and me and my col-
leagues as researchers. First, we applied to the Swedish Ethical Review Au-
thority20, who approved the application. Before obtaining the interviewees’ 
informed consent, we provided verbal and written information21 about the pro-
ject (its aim, focus and procedure) first to the representatives of the treatment 
organizations (when they were involved), and then to the interviewees them-
selves. Because all interviewees were over 18 at the time of the interview, 
verbal and written consent were collected from interviewees only. They were 
given the opportunity to ask questions in advance and informed of their right 
to withdraw their consent at any time. The interviews were audio recorded 
and later transcribed verbatim. During transcription, all personal details as 
well as names of places and organizations, or any other information that could 
reveal the identity of the interviewees, were removed. The recordings and the 
written consent forms were stored in a safety vault at the Department of Child 
and Youth Studies at Stockholm University that only the researchers in the 
project had access to.  

A high priority for the project has been the safety and health of participants 
and their potential partners, and therefore we only included participants who 
had stopped their violence. Talking about sensitive topics might bring forth 

                                                      
20 Etikprövningsmyndigheten, at the time Regionala etikprövningsnämnden, Dnr: 2016/1744-
31, Dnr: 2017/94-32 
21 See Appendix C 
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emotional reactions that the interviewees need help to deal with. Most of the 
interviewees had already received, or were currently receiving, help and sup-
port at the organizations through which we had contacted them. The three 
participants who were recruited through ads were given contact details to 
treatment organizations in their home town and information about how to get 
in touch with these organizations in case they needed professional help and 
support afterwards. They were also able to contact the interviewers afterwards 
if they had any questions.  

Feminist approaches to interviewing methods have highlighted the im-
portance of being sensitive to power dynamics and asymmetrical power rela-
tions inherent in the interview situation (e.g., Presser, 2005). Hollway and 
Jefferson (2013) argue that they strive for same-sex interviewing to ‘minimize 
the defensiveness brought on by sex differences’ (p. 28). Lois Presser, on the 
other hand, argues that ‘much as anthropologists are better able to discern 
cultures not their own, gender dynamics are clearer when research interviews 
are cross-gender’ (2005, p. 2071). In this dissertation, for pragmatic reasons 
the latter situation was most often the case, as the main interviewer is female 
and all but one of the interviewees are male. Nevertheless, the possible effects 
that the sex of interviewer and interviewee respectively may have need to be 
considered. As Gottzén (2013) has argued, interviewing violent men entails 
encountering a peculiar combination of the strange and the familiar. Being a 
woman interviewing a potentially violent man can lead to a feeling of being 
threatened and possibly weak and subordinate in the face of his dominant 
masculine characteristics. On the other hand, as a researcher and clinical psy-
chologist comfortably positioned as academic middle class, the research in-
terview can be seen as my comfort zone, whereas his violence and lack of 
self-control are positioned as deviant. The latter power dynamic, which is 
asymmetrical to the interviewers’ advantage, was more pronounced in cases 
where the men were younger than the interviewer, of working-class back-
ground, were racialized and/or from a rural area. As mentioned, none of the 
men appeared threatening to any of the interviewers, so this was rather a hy-
pothetical problem that we were nonetheless prepared to handle. One precau-
tion we took was conducting the interviews in a neutral environment in which 
both parties felt safe, either at the treatment centre or in a room for group 
activities at a public library.  

Because the power dynamics in the interview situations were generally to 
the interviewers’ favour, this requires careful consideration and an ethical ap-
proach to our power. The interviewees spoke of sensitive topics – both their 
own victimization and their violence towards others – and we as researchers 
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have the advantage of making the interpretations and conclusions and writing 
about the research subjects’ experiences in any way we choose. It is of great 
importance to be humble in our knowledge claims and conscious of the limits 
to our perspectives. It is also ethically necessary, I would argue, to take the 
men’s subjective experiences seriously, and balance between the necessary 
role of the researcher to raise one’s gaze, see the patterns and theorize, and 
simultaneously not ‘explain away’ interviewees’ talk as expressions of some-
thing completely other than their own lived reality. 

As discussed in the Chapter 1 and 2, much of the research on men’s vio-
lence against women has focused on how men, through their verbal accounts 
of their violence, in different ways avoid responsibility for their actions. 
Men’s talk of violence can thus be regarded as a kind of continuation of vio-
lence (Hearn, 1998b). From this perspective, violent men can be seen as the 
stranger, and simply vehicles of a patriarchal discourse, and thus their own 
experiences and conflictual emotions are not of interest to the researcher. This 
perspective has been criticized for being a one-sided analysis of violent men’s 
power that does not regard the power and the partial perspective of the re-
searcher (e.g., Gottzén, 2013; Presser, 2005). Presser has argued that a self-
reflective stance and a sensitivity to the social circumstances and patterns of 
marginalization – so frequently applied in feminist research generally – also 
need to be present in feminist research on violent men: 

It is my observation that feminist researchers are not ‘doing feminist method-
ology’ when it comes to studying violent men. Should they? I am convinced 
that we should also expose the marginalization of those violent male subjects 
who speak to us. We should assimilate into our observations their current social 
situation, which necessarily includes the present research interaction. (Presser, 
2005, p. 2068) 

 
I sympathize with the position that balances between the strange and the fa-
miliar (Agar, 1996) – that does not collude with the perpetrator but holds him 
responsible for his violence and simultaneously takes his subjective experi-
ences seriously (Gottzén; 2013; Presser, 2005). It must be possible to hold 
two perspectives on violence active in the interview situation as well as in the 
analysis: that humans are embedded in complex social relations and are rarely 
all good or all bad, all powerful or all powerless, and to simultaneously hold 
individual subjects accountable for their actions. 

As Kvale also mentions in his discussions of the similarities and differ-
ences between the therapeutic interview and the research interview, ‘the use 
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of concealed techniques and interpretations with a distrust of the subjects’ 
motives raises ethical problems in a research interview’ (1999, p. 106). With 
this in mind, I have tried to balance between making theoretically informed 
interpretations that not only stay on the manifest level of what is said, but also 
propose unconscious underlying emotions and investments in discourses, as I 
also try to stay true to the overall stories of the men interviewed, in a way that 
hopefully can be recognized by them. After all, this project would not have 
been possible without the confidence of the men who have shared their stories, 
and it is my responsibility to do my best to present nuanced analyses of the 
rich material they have provided me with. I feel gratitude for their willingness 
to share their subjective experiences, and I hope I have not done them an in-
justice or misused their trust in how I present them in the chapters to follow. 
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5. On the threshold: The liminalities of 
violence in youth 

Youth is a time in life that is transitional in many respects. At least within a 
contemporary Western context, during the period from childhood and adoles-
cence to adulthood, there is a shift from a strong dependency on parents to-
wards a greater reliance on friends and romantic partners (Arnett & Taber, 
1994). Youth is hence a period in which it becomes increasingly important to 
be recognized by peers and friends. As Erik H. Erikson noted, youth are 
‘sometimes morbidly, often curiously, preoccupied with what they appear to 
be in the eyes of others as compared with what they feel they are’ (1968, p. 
128). During this liminal time, new relationships emerge but previous ones 
are still important. Given that young people are, in different and shifting ways, 
dependent on parents, friends and potential partners, it is not surprising that 
all of these relations figured frequently in the interviewees’ stories of vio-
lence. Besides the importance of the first romantic relationships, the relational 
setting the men described included both the family of origin and peers. The 
shift in emphasis between different relationships also appeared to involve 
challenges related to youth as a time on the threshold. In this chapter, I will 
therefore explore how all of these relationships were addressed by the inter-
viewees and analyse how they seem to be related – to each other and to the 
liminalities of youth.  

I will first present research that addresses important aspects of youth tran-
sition and threshold experiences. Then, I analyse themes from the interviews 
that revolve around relationships with parents, peers and the first romantic 
partner. Furthermore, I will highlight how patterns of recognition and non-
recognition appear to be reproduced, and how they relate to masculine rela-
tions of domination. Finally, I investigate how the boundaries of love and vi-
olence seem related to the men’s shifting definitions of violence, and how 
vulnerabilities in relationships are played out.  

The transitional dimensions of youth have been thoroughly studied by 
youth researchers from at least the 1970s. This has been done either with a 



81 

particular focus on the transition from education to employment, within a pre-
dominantly sociological framework (e.g., K. Roberts, 2018; Woodman & 
Bennett, 2015); or with an interest in social psychological processes, such as 
identity formation and role exploration, connected to this liminal period (e.g., 
Arnett, 2000). Many people move from their parental home during their 
youth, for the sake of work or education or to create a new home, alone or 
together with peers or a romantic partner. During recent decades, these tran-
sitions are becoming less linear and uniform, and some researchers argue that 
the transition to adulthood is being delayed (Woodman & Bennett, 2015), 
while others propose the term ‘emerging adulthood’ to better account for the 
period of the late teens to the mid- or late twenties in the West (Arnett, 2000; 
Petrova & Schwartz, 2017). Jeffrey J. Arnett (2000) argues that one of the 
most distinguishing features of this period is its diversity and instability, so 
that there are great differences both within the group, and possibilities to shift 
and change between different worldviews, and choices in love and work. He 
especially asserts the volitional aspect of this period in which many, but not 
all, are free to explore what they want in life.  

 Transitional processes depend on class, sexuality, gender, race and other 
social circumstances (Hardie & Seltzer, 2016; S. Roberts, 2018); and are thus 
deeply formed by social and cultural factors (Petrova & Schwartz, 2017). 
Therefore, the opportunities to explore and try out different life choices are 
not enjoyed similarly by everyone. The amount of economic support provided 
by parents during youth transition varies by race/ethnicity, but is largely ex-
plained by differences in financial resources. This difference could not be seen 
regarding, for example, advice on relationship matters (Hardie & Seltzer, 
2016). In addition to variables such as class, transitional phenomena also 
change across generations, and according to Steven Roberts (2018), young 
heterosexual working-class men coming of age today are less invested in sex-
ist and homophobic attitudes and display access to a fuller register of emo-
tional expressions compared to previous generations. In addition to social 
transitions, there are also important legal transitions during this period of life. 
In Sweden, the age of 15 marks the limit for being able to consent to sex, as 
well as marking the onset of the age of criminal responsibility. Still, in the life 
of youth, changes in sexual and moral maturity and responsibility are ambiv-
alent processes extended over time, without clear boundaries (K. Roberts, 
2018).   

Researchers have shown how the transition from youth to adulthood is 
shaped by the relationship with parents, and parents’ ability to provide differ-
ent kinds of support. Economic support has been frequently studied, as the 
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reproduction of class is evident in transitional phenomena such as attaining 
an educational degree or finding housing (Swartz, 2008). However, the less 
manifest expressions of support are also important in the transition to adult-
hood, such as youths’ perceived support, for example in the form of relation-
ship advice (Hardie & Seltzer, 2016). Generally, there seems to be a high de-
gree of continuity between one life phase and the next, such that relationships 
with peers and romantic partners resemble relationships with parents (Collins 
& van Dulmen, 2006). Economic pressure and conflicts in parental relation-
ships also tend to be reproduced in the romantic relationships of the next gen-
eration (Conger et al., 2011). Nevertheless, most research on the role of family 
resources for youth transition has focused on the attainment of work, educa-
tion and other material markers of adult identity and autonomy, and less at-
tention has been given to emotional reproduction and the role of parents in 
establishing relationships with romantic partners.  

The central relationships during youth can be seen to form something like 
a triangular structure, with shifts in emphasis between the different poles – 
parent(s), friends and (potential) partner. These relationships, although char-
acterized by different dynamics, will inevitably influence one another and 
pose, for the youth, both different and similar challenges. Although increasing 
independence is important for youths to accomplish, independence is never 
absolute (Winnicott, 2005), and equally important is the capacity to form re-
lationships that are truly intimate and mutual (Erikson, 1968). The need to be 
recognized as an individual in one’s own right is but one pole in the intersub-
jective need to also recognize the other (Benjamin, 1988). Steps towards 
greater autonomy run parallel to steps towards new relational bonds and de-
pendencies. Establishing relationships that are based on interdependency 
(Butler, 2021) and mutual recognition (Benjamin, 2018) is not the easiest of 
tasks. It becomes especially difficult if, during childhood, the youth was ex-
posed to relationships characterized by violence and abuse (e.g., Forke et al., 
2021). 

How is one to know then, without prior experience, what being in a roman-
tic relationship entails: What is expected of me and what can I expect from a 
partner? A relationship with a partner is ideally based on a more symmetrical 
interdependency than is the relationship to parents, as partners are chosen 
(Conger et al., 2011). But new questions arise in this situation, such as how 
much responsibility each partner has for the other, how differences and disa-
greements are to be handled, and when the lines are crossed between ‘normal’ 
quarrelling, jealousy and anger, and violence and abuse (cf. Korkmaz, 2021). 
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Psychological research on the association between relationships with par-
ents and problems in youth development has highlighted how insecure attach-
ment (especially to mothers) is associated with both internalizing and exter-
nalizing problems. The former includes aggressive and defiant behaviours di-
rected at others, whereas the latter involves emotional states such as depres-
sion and anxiety (Fuentes-Balderrama et al., 2022). Furthermore, studies have 
demonstrated associations between both witnessing and being subjected to 
violence during childhood, and perpetrating violence in youth and early adult-
hood (Forke et al., 2021; O’Keefe, 1998). This has been conceptualized as the 
intergenerational transmission of violence or the cycle of violence (Widom, 
1989). Much of this research is quantitative, but there are a few notable qual-
itative contributions (e.g., Gadd et al., 2015). Cognitive processes, such as an 
acceptance of aggression, are often emphasized when explaining the trans-
mission of violence (e.g., Forke et al., 2021; O’Keefe, 1998). Using psycho-
analytic theory to address mediating factors is not as common, but a recent 
study points to how an identification with the aggressor predicts violence later 
on, including violence directed both at oneself and at others (Lahav et al., 
2022). Identification with the aggressor is a concept, developed by psychoan-
alyst Sandor Ferenczi, that captures how an abused child dependent on the 
violent parent unconsciously takes on the perpetrator’s experience through 
introjection22. The process of identification consists of four related aspects: 
‘losing one’s agency and replacing it with that of the perpetrator; becoming 
hypersensitive to the perpetrator; adopting the perpetrator’s experience con-
cerning the abuse; and identifying with the perpetrator’s aggression’ (Lahav 
et al., 2022, p. 2708). PTSD symptoms such as dissociation from earlier ex-
posure to violence have consistently been shown to increase the likelihood of 
violence perpetration (Daisy & Hien, 2014; Lahav et al., 2022; Taft et al., 
2017).  

There are, as shown above, several research traditions that investigate the 
particular challenges facing young people on the threshold between childhood 
and adulthood; these traditions employ different tools and shifting perspec-
tives. We have the sociological and psychological study of transitions, focus-

                                                      
22 In psychoanalytic theory, the concepts of introjection, incorporation, internalization and 
identification are closely related and used somewhat differently and sometimes interchangea-
bly by different theorists. Ferenczi used introjection as the opposite of projection, as taking into 
the ego part of the outside world (Laplanche & Pontalis, 1988, p. 229). In the article by Lahav 
and colleagues (2022), introjection connotes part of the broader process of identification with 
the aggressor.  
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ing on large societal processes and individual opportunities. The more prob-
lem-oriented research on difficulties in youth development rather sees risk 
factors in attachment and parental behaviour, and how this is reproduced. The 
liminalities of youth are of interest to the topic of violence, as this focus draws 
attention to the particularities of violence in youth relationships. But these 
two aspects have not been frequently studied within a qualitative framework 
(with a few exceptions, e.g., Korkmaz & Øverlien, 2019; Wiklund et al., 
2010). 

Repetition and failed recognition 
Recognition is a concept with a long and rich history in philosophical theo-
rizing, continuing in numerous branches of political and critical theory, soci-
ology and gender studies, and psychoanalysis (e.g., Butler, 2012; Fraser & 
Honneth, 2003; Honneth, 1995; Taylor & Gutmann, 1994). Depending on the 
context, the meaning of recognition fluctuates, and the emphasis is placed on 
different aspects of a subject’s need for recognition, or the role recognition 
plays in forming political subjectivities. In this chapter, recognition will be 
approached from a psychoanalytic and psychosocial point of view, under-
standing recognition as a central psychological need for subjects and a process 
between subjects, within a social context. The need for recognition is played 
out in different relationships, and it can be analysed at different levels in so-
ciety – including the level of discourse. Staying true to a feminist relational 
psychosocial perspective, recognition as a capacity is seen as founded in early 
intimate relationships that are embedded in social and cultural contexts, of 
which gender and sexuality are important dimensions (Benjamin, 1988; 
2018). 

Having an intimate partner for the first time is undoubtedly a transforming 
experience. For some of the men interviewed, the first relationship was recent 
in time and for others it took place quite a few years ago. Nevertheless, most 
of them address the particular difficulties and challenges that come with form-
ing intimate bonds and exploring sexual relationships in youth. A few of the 
men interviewed place the relational difficulties with violence and coercion 
clearly behind them, as something that was characteristic of youthful imma-
turity or ignorance, and they claim that they now ‘know better’. Others, how-
ever, still struggle with relationships and find it more difficult to change than 
to repeat, old dysfunctional patterns. The stories of violence against women 
partners that the men present include all forms of actions, from physical and 
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psychological violence to material violence and sexual coercion. These ele-
ments of abusive relationships highlight the question of the blurry lines not 
only around violence, but also between love and aggression. The latter gives 
rise to questions about the nature of love and violence, and whether they stand 
in antithetical relation to one another.  

Since most of the men talked a great deal about their relationships with 
parents and friends, and both explicitly and implicitly linked these earlier re-
lational experiences to their later romantic ones, I will start by discussing how 
these earlier relationships in childhood and youth were portrayed. 

Parents and peers 
Most of the men interviewed had childhood and youth experiences of clearly 
gendered violent or abusive relationships. Most often, they had been subjected 
to abuse from male parents, and some had also witnessed mothers being 
abused by fathers and sometimes stepfathers. A few described relationships 
with parents who were not violent, but lacking in terms of closeness, warmth 
and an ability to confide in them. Two of the men regarded their relationships 
with parents as very good, but they had been subjected to bullying by peers 
during their school years. In both cases, the parents had divorced in their 
childhood or teens, and for one this led to a deterioration in his relationship 
with his mother when she met a new man who was mentally ill and eventually 
also violent. A few others said they had been teased and/or physically abused 
by peers in their childhood, in addition to the violence in their homes. Several 
of the men had been very violent towards male peers during their upbringing, 
often using violence to gain respect and some sort of recognition of them as 
strong and masculine. This violence sometimes began as self-defence.  

Recognition as a capacity is part of a developmental process, and as such 
the ability to recognize a partner is connected to experiences of successful or 
unsuccessful recognition in childhood and youth (Benjamin, 1988). When 
Filip was asked when his violence against women partners began, he said it 
was when they started living together. Nevertheless, physical violence had 
long preceded cohabiting with a partner, among his male peers: 

Interviewer (Hanna): So was that the relationship, was that the first you, that 
you, where there were these problems or has it been like that before as well? 
Filip: No, I haven’t had any real relationships or like… had short, but they 
were not like, you know. That was. It’s more when you start living together. 
When you met someone, you lived together with. It was more at that point these 
things started. Before that you had maybe relationships like when you’re 
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younger, you know, but then you didn’t live together. Then you didn’t live to-
gether, in the same way. 
H: Wasn’t there the same type of quarrels?  
F: No. It was. No. Like, no. There never was. Then it was mostly other quarrels, 
you know, like… between friends, out in the street and things like that. 

 
Like many of the other men interviewed, Filip’s first experience of perpetrat-
ing physical violence was against other boys during his childhood and teens. 
It was not until romantic relationships with women became serious, long-term 
and they started cohabiting that violence became part of these relationships as 
well. Filip had been harassed by other boys in his teens and teased for his hot 
temper and difficulties regulating his emotions, as well as for being a little 
overweight. The boys called him names indicating he had the diagnosis 
ADHD (which he actually received much later in life, and which, at the time 
of the interview, was his main explanation for his violence and difficulties in 
regulating anger). When he started to fight back with violence, he hurt a boy 
badly and was sentenced for assault.  

Several of the interviewed men described their violence in youth as mostly 
directed towards other boys, as often involving rather serious physical vio-
lence, and as a way to gain respect from peers and to stop others’ physical and 
psychological violence (cf. K. Andersson, 2008; Hearn & Whitehead, 2006). 
Filip said that, at one point, he involved his family and talked to the headmas-
ter of his school to try to make the violence stop, which helped to some extent. 
But to stop all of his bullies, he engaged a new circle of friends, and this led 
to the fight that resulted in him being sentenced for assault. After that, he said 
they realized he would not only scream and shout in response to their teasing, 
but use physical force, and they also knew he was backed up by other boys. 
Consequently, after this incident his tormentors let him be. Overall, Filip’s 
school environment seems to have been characterized by a violent masculine 
hierarchy of fear and intimidation (cf. Chodorow, 2011b; Collier, 1998; Mes-
serschmidt, 2012).   

David also grew up in an environment marked by male violence, both in 
his parental home and in the suburban area where he lived as a child and 
youth. The dynamics between his parents followed stereotypical gender 
norms, with a dominant and aggressive father and a passive, over-protective 
mother, who was primarily at home during his upbringing. David talked at 
length about his problematic relationship with a father who expected him to 
display normative masculine behaviour that he was never comfortable with. 
For example, the father pressured him to succeed in a typically masculine, 
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violent and physically challenging sport that David himself never enjoyed. 
While the relationship with the father was characterized by aggression, dom-
inance and competition, the mother could never really function as a safe and 
secure counterpoint for David, as she was constantly subordinated to the will 
of the father, and was never able to protect David from his father’s violent 
outbursts. On the contrary, being punished by his father was something his 
mother used to threaten David with when he did not behave as she wanted.  

In addition to this, aggressive masculinity was expected of David, not only 
by his father but also by peers, and it was something he learned to use to 
protect himself and gain respect. David was teased and physically assaulted 
by boys in school, which he told his father in an attempt to get help: 

David: […] and then I brought it up with my dad, and he said: ‘You can only 
do one thing and that is to hit back.’ And then [I] said, we talked about it a little 
and he talked about punching him on the nose and things, and then I said: 
‘Yeah, but isn’t there another way?’ and then he came up with a solution and 
that was to pull him down, grab him by the neck and pull him down onto the 
floor. […] That was also a variant, he said, that I could use. And then eventually 
that’s what I did. 
 

David’s father instructed him first to punch them on the nose, where it really 
hurt. According to David, his father never reached out to the teachers or par-
ents when his son was assaulted, but said David had to take care of it himself. 
The father considered this the only solution, one that he had used himself. 
Thus, a violent dominant masculinity is passed on from one generation to the 
next; from the father-son relationship to the relationships to male peers (cf. 
Chodorow, 2011b; Messerschmidt, 2012). Violence is often an accepted ho-
mosocial practice among men that is at times explicitly encouraged as the best 
way to deal with aggression and solve conflicts. Initially, David did not con-
sider this a good solution – he tried, as seen in the quote above, to discreetly 
question his father’s strategy – but eventually the frustration grew, and he 
started fighting back. Violence is thus reproduced – not only between gener-
ations, but across different contexts. It is experienced and learnt at home, and 
further practised in school or on the street (Messerschmidt, 2012). 

What David and Filip learnt through this kind of masculine identification 
and socialization was that violence is the only kind of self-defence that works, 
and the sole way to gain respect and some kind of recognition from (male) 
peers. This has been discussed similarly by Richard Collier: 
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While many boys are hit, yelled at, teased and goaded into fighting, the very 
experience of being a boy is frequently one in which, as countless adult and 
childhood testimonies now reveal, a conviction is established that the boy child 
will be violated until he learns to ‘protect’ himself. And it is in the very nature 
of this self ‘protection’ that sexed specific processes of ‘routine humiliation’ 
and violence can be seen to reproduce themselves. (1998, p. 170, emphasis in 
original) 
 

As David’s and Filip’s stories show, the choice offered is between being hu-
miliated and abused or hitting back. Either they accept subordination or they 
themselves display dominance. The ‘routine humiliation’ mentioned by Col-
lier is present in the homosocial interactions several of the men describe, and 
it reiterates one of masculinity’s ‘psychic fault lines’ discussed by Chodorow 
(2011b). It is the wish to be a man rather than a little boy, and the fear of being 
humiliated by other men as the ‘Achilles heel’ of masculinity. But this kind 
of (male) recognition is far from the intersubjective ideal of mutual recogni-
tion, but a master-slave dynamic in which relationships are hierarchical and 
based on domination and submission (Benjamin, 1988) and in which superi-
ority is gained through physical force and intimidation. If a boy or man shows 
strong emotions, especially vulnerable expressions such as crying, this is met 
with ridicule and seen as a sign of weakness and subordination (e.g., Seidler, 
2006).  

The first serious relationship 
Most of the interviewees described physical, emotional and/or sexual violence 
against their first romantic or first cohabiting partner. Having a partner for the 
first time was often associated with success of some kind, in the eyes of oth-
ers. It was seen as proof of being lovable and sufficiently good looking, just 
as when Hampus answered a question about how it felt to have a girlfriend 
for the first time: 

Hampus: Well, first of all it’s something new to me, so… it… it feels good, 
you know, because you think… you have… there are people who like me after 
all, was what I thought about first. ‘Cause… I, the first thing I think about peo-
ple is that they mainly go for looks. And I know very well that, what I’m like 
[laughter] it’s… like that. I had a lot of self-hate towards myself. So I thought 
like ‘okay I look like this, no one’s gonna want me’ and so… when you had, 
when you’re in a relationship for the first time, especially when it’s not long-
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distance, it felt good, you know. But that was all I thought and cared about, 
like… The status that you, the status of being in a relationship.  
 

Here, if it is some sort of recognition that Hampus is (at least consciously) 
seeking, it is rather the recognition of peers in general than of a specific girl-
friend. The status and recognition that comes with having a girlfriend is con-
nected to physical appearance – to being deemed attractive enough for some-
one to want to be with him. Jacob Johanssen (2022) has shown how men of 
the ‘manosphere’ (such as incels) regard the ‘dating market’ as being gov-
erned by a crude competition for status, which defines the subject’s self-
worth. Though a manosphere discourse might be an exaggerated expression 
of cynicism, there is a tendency also in Hannes’ quote for his obsession with 
finding a partner to be less about finding love and connection, and more about 
achieving status in the eyes of other young men and women. Even if the ways 
that young men approach dating and the places where they seek out sex and 
partners today are rapidly changing and less regulated, according to Chris 
Haywood, ‘the pursuit of a heterosexual relationship that is embedded within 
monogamy remains an enduring hegemonic ideal’ (Haywood, 2018, p. 231). 
Numerous gender and masculinity scholars have highlighted the close and in-
tricate relationship between sexuality and gender – between heterosexual per-
formance and achieving normative masculinity (e.g., Butler, 1995; Collier, 
1998; Haywood, 2018; Messerschmidt, 2012; Pascoe, 2012).  

So, listening to Hampus’ story, it seems like the reality of a close relation-
ship, of having to meet a true other, was a challenging surprise that he was 
not very well prepared to handle.  

Hampus: But… I didn’t lift a finger to, like, struggle and when I… and by that 
I mean when she was sad I… didn’t do much for her. Especially not during the 
times when she was sad because of me, you know. Then I thought ‘oh no it’s 
not my fault that you feel like that, you chose to be sad’. And that was also 
something I noticed, that it is you who chose to be sad, you know what I said 
to her, it’s exactly what I heard from mom, you know.  
Interviewer (Hanna): Right. So you kind of repeated what she said to you, 
that you had chosen to be sad? 
Hampus: Yeah exactly. That it was someone’s choice. Mhm. 
Hanna: So you… was it hard for you to be supportive then, when she was sad? 
Hampus: It was… you know, it was challenging and something new to me.  
 

Hampus described a relationship with his parents that was characterized by a 
strict and harsh attitude, with no acceptance for weakness, especially not in 
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boys. He says he remembers that he was beaten once when he cried, but oth-
erwise it seems that his parents’ hostility was generally expressed more as 
emotional coldness and distance than as physical punishment. He sees simi-
larities between how his mother met and responded to his emotions, and how 
he, in his turn, disengaged from his girlfriend’s sadness. Without the experi-
ence of having one’s needs and emotions recognized by the (m)other, it was 
difficult for him to comfort and be there for his partner. From a psychoanalytic 
point of view, the first relationship with a romantic partner is not the first love 
relationship, but it will most often resemble the first intimate attachments of 
childhood – to one’s parents (Benjamin, 1988). The patterns that are estab-
lished there will live on, both in conscious and unconscious ways. This can 
be seen in dramatic and violent acting out against others or oneself, as exter-
nalizing or internalizing behaviour (cf. Fuentes-Balderrama et al., 2022; La-
hav et al., 2022). Or, as in this example, emotional disconnection is repro-
duced in more subtle ways. 

So even though a romantic relationship was something valued and wel-
come, for some, it was also very challenging to be in a romantic relationship 
for the first time. It could entail being confronted with one’s behaviour and 
having to negotiate norms in the relationship or just learning to communicate. 
Emir explains how his first girlfriend challenged him: 

Emir: But when I moved in with her, I hadn’t lived with another person in that 
way and there are other demands. I didn’t know, had no clue what to expect. I 
guess I thought that life goes on, but she had her demands of course, how she 
wants us to do things, how to live, have routines at home and things like that. 
There was a lot of fuss about that to begin with and I could hit things, cupboards 
for example, and when there was a fuss because I felt threatened, and I reacted 
by hitting something. It was an automatic reaction, the moment I hit a cupboard 
it felt good. It was… 
Interviewer (Hanna): What did it feel like? 
E: Well it was like, yeah it was good. I got to hit something. 
H: How did she react when you hit things? 
E: ‘What the hell are you doing?’, was quite a common question, ‘why are you 
acting like that?’. She knows everything about my life, she does now. She 
didn’t in the beginning. 
 

Emir refers to how violence had been present in his life from an early age, 
both by being exposed to violence towards his mother and being himself sub-
jected to emotional and physical violence at home, and later being violent 
among peers. The first time he was really confronted with his behaviour was 
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when he started playing handball on a professional team, but when he moved 
in with his girlfriend, he needed to disclose things and explain his behaviour: 

Emir: I didn’t answer much right then, but when we moved in together, I had 
to explain a lot and yeah, that was the first time I really had to explain why I 
hit cupboards. Ehm, what I said about the handball, that was the first time some-
one questioned me, but then I didn’t have to explain so much, I just said ‘I 
understand that this is wrong’. And that I will do better. But now it wasn’t 
enough to say, you know, ‘well, I won’t do it again’, ‘I will do better’, because 
she sees how it’s recurring.  
 

As we can see, the first romantic relationship poses new challenges to Emir 
and Hampus – challenges they are not really equipped to handle. Being part 
of a couple, having a girlfriend, is a proof of success, a way of gaining recog-
nition as someone ‘lovable’ and attractive enough in the eyes of peers. But 
the closeness of the new partner also means being seen in another sense, it 
entails having someone notice and confront one’s flaws and inabilities (cf. 
Hearn & Whitehead, 2006). Moreover, it is a kind of emotional closeness that 
might be the first intimate and vulnerable relationship after the attachment to 
parents, and therefore bear resemblances to these relationships. Emir’s ex-
cuses for violent behaviour were questioned by his girlfriend, who could see 
the repetition of a pattern that he is used to getting away with, as violence was 
a naturalized part of his previous relationships and environments. This is sim-
ilar to how Berggren and Gottzén (2021) discuss young men’s violence from 
a phenomenological perspective. They regard violence as a tool that is ‘ready-
to-hand’ for the young men, due to previous violent relationships, which the 
men first must become aware of and start to perceive differently, as not so-
cially accepted, if they are to desist. Hampus has adopted a way of not re-
sponding to others’ feelings that he has learnt from his mother, but he notices 
how his inability to console his girlfriend becomes a problem in their relation-
ship. For many of the interviewed men, being emotionally and physically 
close to a partner entailed new difficulties and unexpected challenges, as we 
have seen in the examples above. The closeness was longed for and wanted, 
but it also made them insecure. For young men like Hampus and Emir, who 
describe an environment in the parental home that was hostile or outright vi-
olent rather than warm, the difficulties with their female partners were often 
connected, explicitly and implicitly in their stories, to their upbringing and 
relationships with their parents. 
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The relationship between aggression and recognition 
The ability to recognize the other, and in turn be recognized, needs to be de-
veloped together with significant others. Jessica Benjamin (1988) develops 
her theory of mutual recognition from Winnicott’s (1969) distinction between 
relating to and using an object.23 

What I find when analysing the interviews is a fine line between love and 
aggression, between destruction – in the sense of Benjamin and Winnicott as 
finding the real other – and not recognizing the other’s independent reality. 
The complex mixture of wanting to be recognized and being unable to recog-
nize the other is perhaps best illustrated in the many examples of pressurized 
sex seen in the interviews, a topic that will be addressed in detail in Chapter 
7. But similar dynamics can be observed in other forms of violence that the 
interviewees discuss. In different ways, the men describe situations within 
their love relationships in youth that escalate and in which they act out in 
violence. Frequently, the men seem unable to tolerate even mild acts of nega-
tion on the part of their women partners, for example justified criticism or a 
simple ‘no’. I will now turn to a situation in which a striking difference be-
tween what occurs in fantasy and what occurs in reality is played out. 

The phantasmatic threat of the other 
Emir explains that his violent and aggressive outbursts towards his girlfriend 
tend to come out in periods when he is stressed, and already disappointed in 
himself for not being able to cope with everything in his life and accomplish 
all he wants. The sadness and irritation he feels over his own failures are easily 
directed outwards, especially if his girlfriend criticizes him for the same 
things he himself feels bad about, for example, his failure to prioritize quality 
time with her. Thus, it is not that he finds his partner’s criticism unwarranted, 
but rather the opposite. But adding her critique to his own seems too much for 
him to handle – he cannot tolerate and respond adequately to her justified 
attack (‘survive’ in Winnicott’s sense), but he instead retaliates with unpro-
portionate aggression. The process of destruction and survival is thus operat-
ing in this situation, but it is inverted from Emir’s perspective; he does not 

                                                      
23 I have discussed Winnicott’s (1969) concepts in detail in Chapter 3, but will briefly recapit-
ulate the distinctions. Relating to an object involves primitive processes of projection and iden-
tification, of relating to the object (the other) only in one’s fantasy. Using an object, on the 
other hand, occurs when the subject destructs the object in fantasy, and the real and outside 
other survives – s/he responds without retaliation (aggression) or surrender (caving in). The use 
of an object is the necessary ground for mutual recognition.  
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survive the attack from his love object. Emir describes the situation that led 
him to seek help: 

Hanna: Do you want to tell me about such a situation, when you have directed 
it [the anger] outwards, against others? 
Emir: Yeah, there are like really many, the situation that made me come to 
[organization]… it was when I became violent against [girlfriend] my partner, 
ehm... But that night when I came home after working late, had been working 
late a lot of evenings… and this was, a story I had to process in [organiza-
tion] as well, in front of two in the group... Ehm... I got home, and she had 
earlier, I was, I guess I was home around nine, I went to work at half past seven, 
so almost 24 hours of work and there was a lot to do so I had myself a lot of 
focus on that, I felt the stress all the time, I felt I didn’t have the time for ‘this 
and that and that’. So, the same situation as the plate [previous violent situa-
tion], that there is a sense of inadequacy, stressful and then you have a person 
complaining about the same things that I myself complain about myself, and 
there and then. And what she wanted was actually to convey, she wanted me to 
step back a little, spend more time with her. Eh… that was actually what I 
wanted as well. But I started taking a defensive position automatically, because 
I didn’t have the time to think so much and then there was a fuss that escalated, 
it was an escalation ladder in the form of… well you think like this: She com-
plains, then I start complaining back, she complains, it becomes, it becomes 
like a big fuss, a quarrel, that relationships can have, but then I start to move 
more physically, start raising my voice, act more threateningly. I start, I’m 
about to make myself some food, start pounding on things and I think we 
moved out towards the hallway, kitchen and then towards the bedrooms, we 
live in a three-room flat, it is an open floor plan, so you come out where the 
bedrooms are. And there somewhere… we continued to talk, you know… 
then… don’t know what it was about, what was in my thoughts, I can’t really 
say but, then I took a stranglehold on her. It was, I took a stranglehold on her 
and then let go pretty fast, I think. It was within, probably not fast, because I 
know that, she said, when we talked about it afterwards, that I took a pretty 
hard grip. That both of us, ended up on the floor. And she got a feeling that she 
couldn’t breathe and got really scared. I… know that I don’t… The day after 
when we talked about it, I know that, that I didn’t really remember the course 
of events, from when I started cooking until, it took maybe 15 or 20 minutes, 
until the incident occurred and I said that, I didn’t know what I was doing, don’t 
know what happened. And after that when we were lying down there, we were 
both crying. And I said that, what’s happened? It was like, it was a blackout. 
There and then. It could have been, that it was such strong self-denial. That it 
happened, so my brain chose to disconnect. Hmm, but it happened, and yes, it 
became quite serious.  
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H: Is it, has it often been like that, that you find it hard to remember afterwards, 
or that it’s kind of like a blackout, or something? 
E: Yes, there are a few situations when I’ve had like a blackout. Ehm, there 
are. Both as an adult and not an adult… 
H: Okay, do you know, do you remember, or can you say there’s a pattern, that 
there are particular situations when it just like goes… black? 
E: When I feel, when I have felt threatened. When I have needed to defend 
myself… primarily. 
H: Mm, you said you ended up on the floor there, do you remember how that 
happened? 
E: Yes, the weight of my body fell over her, it’s like that. 
H: Mm, so you pulled her down? 
E: Yeah, I think so. Ehm… with my momentum and the weight of my body.  
 

There is a lot going on in this excerpt. Emir explains that his girlfriend’s crit-
icism of him paralleled his own, and that he also in fact wished to spend more 
time with her. But instead of agreeing on this problem and trying to solve it 
together, he ended up ‘in a defensive position, automatically’ and the conflict 
escalated to the point that he took a stranglehold on her and pulled her down 
to the floor, claiming he had a blackout during the entire course of events and 
cannot remember it afterwards. Though he says he could not control his reac-
tions, Emir seems in retrospect conscious of reacting defensively. It is as if he 
was attacked and as though attack was the best defence (reminiscent of the 
masculine lessons learnt by David and Filip). Perhaps Emir projected his un-
wanted and fantasized victimhood onto his partner and attacked it there, in the 
manner of a ‘defended subject’ (Gadd, 2000; Hollway & Jefferson, 2013).  

He uses a lot of passive expressions in his narrative, which minimize his 
agency, like ‘the weight of my body fell over her’, which I then rephrase to 
the more active ‘so you pulled her down?’. He does not deny this, but says 
‘yes I think so, with my momentum and the weight of my body’ – still being 
vague about his intention. Researchers on partner violent men are, as I was 
here, quick to recognize and question this kind of minimization of responsi-
bility, of rhetorical devices that work to justify or downplay men’s use of vi-
olence (e.g., Hearn, 1998b). The whole reference to having a blackout has 
also been questioned (Hearn, 1998b) as an excuse that diminishes the man’s 
agency and reduces ‘women’s experiences […] to “unreality”’ (Cavanagh et 
al., 2001, p. 703). It is of course impossible to know for certain whether Emir 
actually had a blackout, or whether this is something he says to avoid guilt or 
blame. I would argue, however, given what we know about Emir and the 
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abuse he experienced in his childhood, that a blackout is not unlikely. Child-
hood maltreatment is clearly associated with an inability to regulate emotions 
and being cautious and vigilant in relation to others (Wolfe et al., 2009). 
Moreover, dysregulation of very intense emotions can indeed lead to a black-
out. A blackout is a form of dissociative reaction that can be the result of 
childhood trauma and abuse, and it is not uncommon among perpetrators of 
partner violence who have been victimized in childhood (Daisy & Hien, 2014; 
Webermann & Murphy, 2019). It is also a common symptom of PTSD. It is 
neither possible nor ethical to propose a diagnosis of Emir based on this one 
interview, but many of the reactions he describes throughout the interview – 
hypervigilance, dissociation and an inability to regulate emotions – are com-
mon among survivors of trauma (Daisy & Hien, 2014; Finley et al., 2010). 
What is more, Emir had been subjected to severe violence from an early age 
and involved in violent fights with peers in his youth. In my view, the fact 
that Emir goes to treatment for his violence and has been working through 
this situation to enable him to understand and prevent similar things from hap-
pening again is also an argument against the notion that he just came up with 
an easy excuse. Emir’s hypothesis concerning why he had this blackout is that 
it could have been ‘a strong self-denial’ and that ‘my brain chose to discon-
nect’. He thus describes his brain as an autonomous faculty that is beyond his 
control and that is not connected to himself or his agency (cf. Gottzén, 2012). 
This could likewise be interpreted as an example of his need to diminish his 
guilt by externalizing his responsibility. But it can also be seen as an expres-
sion of his dissociative state, in which his self becomes fragmented, and his 
body is not experienced as a coherent whole. It is not clear what he means by 
‘self-denial’, and I do not ask him further about this, but in the context, it 
could perhaps refer to the possibility that his sense of himself would be threat-
ened if he were conscious of his violence against his partner. Some force 
within him seems to keep his consciousness and his violence apart.  

It is also interesting that he first says he let go of her quickly, and then 
corrects himself and says that it probably was not that quick, as his girlfriend 
afterwards said he used a lot of force. There again is perhaps the conflict be-
tween how he wants to see himself in his ‘self-denial’ and the actual facts and 
his girlfriend’s perspective. Use of passive phrases might therefore be both a 
way of escaping blame and a reflection of his unconscious emotional reaction, 
inability to regulate emotions and to control his actions in this situation, hence 
the difficulties of remembering it afterwards. His defensive violence as well 
as his vague recollections of events may very well be overdetermined. 
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In his childhood, Emir suffered violence and abuse by his parents, and he 
witnessed his mother being subjected to violence by his father, paternal grand-
parents and stepfather. Based on how he describes the harsh, punishing envi-
ronment he grew up in, one can gather that it was not characterized by respect 
and mutual recognition of needs and emotions. Emir seems to have internal-
ized the harsh and punishing attitude towards him, in that he is very prone to 
self-criticism for not performing well enough. In terms of the Winnicottian 
destruction needed to constitute the external other, it is probable that Emir’s 
parental objects did not survive, but responded to his anger with retaliation 
(physical punishment). If a child is to learn to regulate difficult emotional 
states such as anger – survival of the other is essential, that is, the experience 
that one’s rage does not annihilate the other, that it is not really destructive. 
Without this experience, one’s own anger becomes intensely threatening. Ac-
cording to Winnicott, for people who, as babies, have not been seen through 
this phase (with destruction and survival) well, ‘aggression is something that 
cannot be encompassed, or something that can be retained only as a liability 
to be an object of attack’ (2005, p. 125). So, aggression becomes associated 
with being oneself the object of the other’s violent attack. This threat might 
overshadow the aggression towards the other, which instead lives on in fan-
tasy as a destructive force that is very difficult to contain. So, when the real, 
external other is not discovered as a soothing limit to one’s wishes, but instead 
answers with violent attack, the anger is directed inwards and lives on in fan-
tasy.  

The phantasmatic object is persecutory and vengeful, and in Emir’s uncon-
scious fantasy, his partner probably plays this part. He says that he sometimes 
reacts with blackouts when he feels threatened. In reality, however, there was 
no threat to Emir in this situation. His partner expressed a wish to spend more 
time with him, something he also wanted. The threat does not come from a 
real, outside other, but from an internalized phantasmatic object. Based on 
what he has experienced, it seems almost impossible to separate this object – 
his fantasy of the other – from his own, harsh view of himself as not adequate. 
Through introjection and identification, he has taken in this punishing and 
aggressive other, in a way that is similar to the Ferenczian concept of identi-
fication with the aggressor, which has been observed among perpetrators of 
partner violence (Lahav et al., 2022). The fantasy object sides with his own 
self-criticism in a way that feels extremely threatening to Emir. In this situa-
tion, the real other, which is Emir’s partner, has little possibility of deescalat-
ing the situation, because he is not relating to her but to his fantasy of her. 
There is no doubt that she is the real victim here, and that she is the one who 
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has actual reason to feel threatened and afraid. Emir cannot recognize her (nor 
himself in a true sense) as a real centre of agency – as a subject with legitimate 
feelings of disappointment and irritation. Instead of answering her in an emo-
tionally adequate way, in proportion to her justified reactions, he answers with 
attack and retaliation. In other words, he does not survive for her, as his par-
ents probably did not survive for him, and he is thus unable to recognize her. 
What is more, he becomes for her the real threat of his own inner fantasy 
world. 

What I have pointed to in my analysis of an excerpt from the interview 
with Emir is that, although he presents his reactions, emotions and reflections 
from a first-person perspective, it is also possible to draw out some of the 
intersubjective dimensions of the interaction described. Furthermore, in rela-
tion to what he says about his previous relationships, a reproduction of inter-
subjective patterns can be inferred and hypothesized.   

Mutual violence and the associations of love and aggression 
Some of the interviewees described relationship dynamics in which it was 
sometimes not as clear that one party was the perpetrator and the other the 
victim. Still, it must be stressed that, in a heterosexual relationship, symmet-
rical use of aggression, violence and control is most often not symmetrical in 
experience and in threat. Men, who are generally physically stronger, can 
cause more harm than women, and even in statistical studies showing a similar 
or a higher frequency of IPV victimization among young men, the self-re-
ported severity of the experiences differed quite radically, such that men gen-
erally reported being less effected and hurt by the violence they had been sub-
jected to (Hellevik & Øverlien, 2016; Korkmaz, 2021; Weisz et al., 2007). 
Still, there are signs of reciprocity of violence in youth relationships (Kork-
maz, 2018) and the recurring stories of mutual violence in the interviews point 
to the intricate relationship between love and abuse and the sometimes blurry 
boundaries of violence. 

As previously discussed, the important relationships in David’s early life 
seem not to have been characterized by mutual recognition, with good expe-
riences of destruction and survival, but rather with domination and subordi-
nation. When talking about his first experience of a serious relationship, he 
not so surprisingly describes it as ‘very fiery’. The challenges of the relation-
ship became especially intense when they started cohabiting: 
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David: And then I was, I was 22 when we moved in together. Eh, and she was 
21 I guess. We lived close to our parents then. But at that point we had moved 
from [suburb], but anyhow, we had a one-room flat then, and we moved in 
together, we, she from her parental home and I from mine. And then it was, she 
had a very hot temp- temper and often became revengeful then, when she was 
[in that mood]. And on some occasions then, that I can think of, yeah we had 
several scenes when we shouted at each other and all that. Eh, and then there 
was one, one occasion that I’ve been ashamed of. She hit me somewhere during 
this scenario.  
Interviewer (Hanna): Mhm 
D: A blow was dealt out.  
H: What kind of blow? 
D: She hit me in some way like this [shows] 
H: Mm 
D: And I lashed out, I can’t remember where she hit me, not on my face but 
somewhere on my body, and I do the same. 
H: Mm 
D: And it strikes her on the shoulder [pats his shoulder]. Eh, then it was done. 
But how ashamed I was for having done that to the person I loved, because this 
was really my great love, so… 
H: Mm 
D: Even though there are greater loves I suppose, but… Right there and then it 
felt really, yes it was a great love then, you could say. 
H: Mm. What did it feel like in the moment, in the heat of the moment? 
D: Eh… Yeah… [pause] despairing, guilt, eh well degraded in a way as well, 
with that blow, I felt I had crossed a line and I felt I had degraded myself, by 
hitting. That I felt, in a way, that I had sunk to a very low level.  
H: Mm 
D: All of a sudden, I was a wife batterer, you know, or how should I put it. 
H: Did you think like that at the time, when you were…? 
D: No, but you know the feel- feeling was like that even though I tried to avoid 
that word ‘cause it was all too, I didn’t want to, you know, that was really the 
rock-bottom I could sink to, it felt like. 
H: Mm 
D: But the shame was, you know, if you think about it like energy – ‘wife 
batterer’, then it was, it was really shameful. 
 

For David, in this situation he ‘crossed a line’ when he hit his partner, and he 
felt he humiliated himself by hitting her, and sunk very low. He seems simul-
taneously preoccupied with his feelings about himself, of shame over what he 
has potentially become – a ‘wife batterer’ – and with his feelings towards her 
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(shame, guilt and despair). He brings up this situation as particularly shame-
ful, that he remembers among many other ‘scenes’ when they shouted at each 
other. Based on what he was used to, relationships were not characterized by 
mutual survival, but rather by the display of (male) dominance and submis-
sion of the weaker (the mother, the sister, himself or peers), that is, by the 
destruction of the object through retaliation or caving in (Winnicott, 2005). 
David has learnt, through interaction with both his father and male peers, that 
defeat and giving in are not expected of a man. When his girlfriend does not 
cave in either, as he was used to seeing his mother do in his parent’s relation-
ship, the conflict escalates to the point of mutual physical violence, in which 
both cross the other’s physical boundaries. Based on how he describes him-
self, this relationship and another, later relationship, it seems David draws a 
strong line between physical violence, on the one hand, and shouting, on the 
other. The crossing of a line in the situation above is from his point of view 
the physical blow. But concerning recognition, this is not necessarily the only 
or most important line that is crossed. Shouting in a loud voice and throwing 
or hitting things can seem both threatening and frightening, and even when 
both parties in a relationship take part (and most people have indeed shouted 
while angry), the destructiveness of the quarrel might still be substantial. 
Based on the excerpt above, it is difficult to assess whether lines were crossed 
before the blows were dealt, but it is probable that a situation of non-recogni-
tion led to the escalation of aggressiveness that eventually became corporal. 

Several of the interviewees described a previously quite narrow view of 
violence, which had sometimes been called into question, either by a partner 
or ex-partner, or by a therapist in treatment. For some, this led to an after-
wards (Laplanche, 1999) reinterpretation and reintegration of events in their 
lives, which came to have quite far-reaching effects on how they viewed 
themselves and their previous romantic relationships, something I will elabo-
rate on further in Chapter 7.  

There is another element of the need to put violence at arm’s length for 
these men. This element can be part of the reason for the difficulties in recog-
nizing violence in one’s own behaviour and is connected to having experi-
enced violent fathers.  

Disidentifying with the violent man 
Some of the men who had witnessed their father’s or stepfather’s physical 
abuse of their mother said that this had deterred them from being violent 
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against a woman. Many also described the taboo of assaulting a girl as com-
mon knowledge (e.g., Helsing, 2020; Uhnoo, 2011). On the other hand, all 
forms of violence other than direct physical violence were not acknowledged 
as violence by these men, until much later (in treatment or after confrontation 
by an ex-partner). The psychological and material violence, threats and con-
trolling behaviour or pressurized sex that the men engaged in went unrecog-
nized as forms of violence for a long time. Therefore, they could keep the idea 
that they were non-violent intact by denying violent emotional outbursts that 
did not include outright hitting their partner. Simultaneously, they uncon-
sciously engaged in the reproduction of relational patterns based in a gendered 
master-slave dynamic (Benjamin, 1988) that was all they knew from the in-
teractions in their family of origin. Bojan’s family situation was perhaps the 
most extreme in this regard; it will be discussed in the coming Chapter 6. For 
most of the men subjected to violence at home in their childhood and youth, 
this pattern of interaction also featured in their relationships with male peers. 
Gustav explains his view of violence and how it changed after some time in 
treatment: 

Gustav: I have never battered a girl, like that, so that I haven’t done… eh… 
It’s been some kind of a… I saw my dad hit my mom when I was little and that 
was really such a strong, you can do a lot but that you don’t fucking do, you 
know, like that… but that psychological violence, I haven’t understood how 
serious that is, you know. And it… it is just that ‘yeah but I say those things’ 
when I get mad or something like that. Say something mean or whatever… 
 

It seems like Gustav’s idea that physical violence against a girl is the ultimate 
limit that you cannot cross worked for him as a way to disidentify with his 
father and his father’s use of violence towards his mother. Gustav says that 
his father’s violence against his mother was the worst thing his father did to 
him, even worse than the violence he was directly subjected to himself. In 
addition to Gustav – Adam, Bojan, David, Emir and Filip witnessed their fa-
ther’s and/or stepfather’s violence against their mother and sometimes sisters. 
For some, watching the abuse produced a rage bordering on hatred, and most 
of them expressed their wish to not become like their violent father figures. 
But simultaneously, the violence they experienced during childhood and 
youth inevitably influenced them, probably on both conscious and uncon-
scious levels. Previous research has shown how being exposed to violence in 
childhood can lead to reproducing violent relationships in youth (e.g., Forke 
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et al., 2021), but it is vital to contextualize and nuance the associations be-
tween such exposure and young men’s own perpetration, because there is no 
simple cause and effect (Gadd et al., 2015). Men might repudiate their father’s 
violence and have a conscious wish to break the pattern, and simultaneously 
have been exposed to so much violent interaction that it has become normal-
ized (cf. Gadd et al., 2015, pp. 110-127). This insight, of becoming just like 
dad, might be terrifying for the young men, and for Adam, it made him sui-
cidal, as it was the last thing he wanted.   

It took a very long time for Gustav to recognize that he was violent against 
women partners, although he did get many ‘clues’ regarding his problematic 
behaviour and says he understood that ‘something was off’. There are very 
strong forces at work against recognizing one’s own behaviour as violent. Not 
only is the woman batterer seen as a monstrous figure, the ultimate ‘other’, in 
contemporary Swedish gender-equal discourse (Gottzén, 2015; Gottzén & 
Jonsson, 2012). Having, in addition, a strong emotional need to identify with 
a ‘good’ man, in contrast to a hated father figure, serves to align one’s psy-
chological defences with the discourse of the woman batterer as the monstrous 
‘other’, producing a defended subject (Gadd & Jefferson, 2007) that splits off 
his own violence and aggression from that of others. Drawing a strong and 
definitive line between physical and psychological violence, in which the first 
is recognized as violence and the latter is not, works in favour of this defensive 
act of ‘splitting off’ bad parts of oneself, and projecting them outwards (on 
the father and other men). This argument is in line with findings from studies 
on men’s accounts of violence, where a tendency to distance oneself from 
other men’s ’real’ violence is noticed (cf. Cavanagh et al., 2001; Stokoe, 
2010), but I also want to highlight the strong emotional and biographical un-
dercurrent in taking this discursive stance. To find oneself behaving like the 
hated abuser of one’s childhood must be an uncanny experience that the men 
unconsciously try to avoid. And when one’s psychologically aggressive, 
threatening and controlling behaviour is regarded as harmless, there seems to 
be no limit for how far one can go and still keep one’s self-image as ‘non-
violent’ intact.  

Gustav describes all of his romantic relationships from his early teens to 
adulthood as deeply characterized by jealousy, control, threats against his 
partners’ male friends and situations of pressurized sex and not recognizing 
his partner’s ‘no’ – her physical as well as psychological boundaries. In de-
scribing why he ended one of his first relationships in his teens, he says he 
‘felt powerless’ and ‘didn’t understand the relationship’.  
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Hanna: So, what about you feeling powerless? Do you think it did, kind of, 
reinforce, or made you behave the way you did? 
Gustav: Yeah, yeah that I tried to control. Her. To be, you know… To get some 
kind of acknowledgment that ‘if she does exactly like I say, then she likes me’. 
 

The experiences of both feeling powerless in relation to an important other 
and finding it difficult to understand relationships are probably not what Gus-
tav associates with the dominant and violent man. Sex and sexuality are some-
times associated with threat and uncertainty by young men, who might feel 
‘exposed, vulnerable and lacking control’ in relation to young women (Shefer 
et al., 2015, p. 101). Simultaneously, vulnerability is not associated with mas-
culinity, which might make men ambivalent towards this experience (Shefer 
et al., 2015). The position of being powerless is similar to how Gustav expe-
rienced himself vis-à-vis his father, with the father’s unpredictable behaviour 
that shifted between violent outbursts and a careless laissez-faire attitude, 
when he was on drugs. His idea of love and affection – ‘if she does exactly 
like I say, then she likes me’ – is the opposite of mutual recognition. Still, 
being so strongly associated with the position of the victim, of not having 
power and control, Gustav cannot until long afterwards understand himself as 
being in the position of the perpetrator. As Messerschmidt (2000) discussed 
in relation to the young boy Sam, who had been subjected to bullying, being 
victimized can result in violence against others (in Sam’s case sexual violence 
against young girls). In Messerschmidt’s analysis, the idea is that boys restore 
their sense of masculinity through violence and an enactment of the strong 
man. But in the case of Gustav, he seems neither conscious of being violent 
nor associated with a sense of himself as a strong and masculine perpetrator. 
Rather, it seems to be the unconscious identification with the aggressor (La-
hav et al., 2022), and conscious feelings of being the victim, that makes him 
oblivious to his perpetration, and stands in the way of him being able to rec-
ognize his acts as violent at all. This kind of defended subject does not invest 
in a discourse of a strong and powerful masculinity to project his vulnerability 
outwards (Jefferson, 2002). Instead, he uses his vulnerable emotions as a 
shield against also seeing his aggressive and violent sides – placing the 
‘threat’ somewhere else: in the past, in the partner. 

Even though, at the time of the interview, Gustav had been going to treat-
ment for some time, and had come a long way in reconsidering and trying to 
change his behaviour towards partners, he still finds it difficult to establish 
relationships based on true mutual intimacy. The way that his vulnerability in 
the face of the other turns into a desire to control is still a hard-wired pattern 
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or repetition compulsion (Freud, 1920; Laplanche, 1985). What is it at the 
core of the forces of love, on the one hand, and violence, on the other, that 
contributes to the difficulties associated with breaking with such a pattern? 

The forces of love and violence 
Gustav was one of several interviewees who desperately wanted to free his 
love relationships from violence and control, and still found it hard to do so. 
How is it possible to understand this, and to understand David’s despair 
above, after having hurt the one he loved, indeed the great love of his life at 
that time? To grasp something of the complex and strong and potentially ex-
plosive forces at play in a love relationship, as seen in the interviews, we need 
to not only focus our attention on the boundaries of violence, but also look at 
the relationship between love and aggression. Striving to be recognized in a 
love relationship involves the paradoxical need to simultaneously recognize 
the other, and find the balance between self-assertion and adjustment. With 
Benjamin, we can understand violence against women as ‘love’s failure’ 
(Jones, 2018, p. 96). And as Butler mentions, ‘Freud insists throughout his 
work on the constitutive ambivalence of all love relations’ (2021, p. 161), 
although it is quite late in Freud’s work, with Beyond the Pleasure Principle 
(1920) that he introduces the notion of Thanatos – the death drive, as a coun-
terforce to Eros – the life drive. How Freud’s idea of the death drive is to be 
understood has been the subject of long debates within psychoanalytic theo-
rizing, and Beyond the Pleasure Principle is a complex and controversial text 
that poses many problems for a systematic understanding of psychoanalytic 
drive theory (Laplanche, 1985). An in-depth presentation of Freud’s concept 
of the death drive, and the multiple interpretations that have followed its in-
troduction, is beyond the scope of this chapter. But a couple of aspects of the 
death drive are worth expanding on. One is its association with the concept of 
repetition compulsion. It was actually the discovery of patients’ tendencies to 
repeat earlier trauma that led Freud to revaluate his previous conviction: that 
the human drive was only directed towards pleasure. The repetition of old 
painful experiences did not seem to serve this purpose, but rather figured as a 
way to take control of and encompass trauma within the psyche. Jean 
Laplanche (1985) has elaborated on Freud’s concept of the death drive, which 
also Jessica Benjamin (1988) refers to, without necessarily regarding Eros 
and Thanatos as two opposites, but rather two sides of the same coin. For 
Laplanche, there is only one libido – one sexual drive. But the death drive 
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appears as something like the more chaotic undercurrent of the libido, associ-
ated with the idea of repetition compulsion and frenetic enjoyment or jouis-
sance (Laplanche, 1985, p. 124). I believe the idea of aggression and destruc-
tion – in a broad psychoanalytic sense – is necessary for a complete under-
standing of love, and in the end, of all sexual relationships. 

When listening to the stories of the young men, violence seems to be con-
nected to difficulties in dealing with emotions and reactions that are very cen-
tral to experiencing love in romantic relationships. Love entails dependency, 
fear of abandonment, a wish to be close and to be desired, a wish to reach the 
other and make oneself heard and understood. Gustav elaborates throughout 
the interview on how difficult it is for him to deal with love relationships be-
cause of how insecure and frightened they make him feel: 

Gustav: […] it is such a relief when a relationship ends. At first, I’m terrified 
of being abandoned, you know. And I, kind of, cling to ‘I promise!’ you know, 
‘I promise I won’t do this or that!’. To promise things you cannot keep or that 
you know you have difficulties keeping, you know. However badly I want to, 
it just becomes really negative for me, to promise things I cannot keep. 
Hanna: What is it that you promise? 
G: Well, I promise that ‘I will never raise my voice like this’, ‘I will never 
throw anything again’, ‘I will never again, you know, I will never again try to 
force you to have sex’, in whatever way it is. ‘Cause… that, and then. When I 
notice it’s becoming fragile, you know like she’s on the brink of leaving me 
right now… Then it’s almost like a magnet in the wrong direction, where I 
behave even worse because of insecurity and despair, you know. And… 
H: Okay, and what do you do, then? When you feel she’s about to leave you? 
G: Yeah, well, then I anticipate events in a way and like… and, yeah I become 
even more fragile and take even more to heart what she might say. And I feel I 
fall down into a bottomless pit, kind of, that there’s no chance. It’s like an ani-
mal that’s been trapped and knows it’s going to die, you know. Kind of like 
that. There is an extremely intense strange emotion. 
H: Mm, what is that strange emotion, you think? 
G: What I think… is… is that I didn’t get the attention and acknowledgement 
I needed from my parents. And that I have developed this negative self-image 
from violence and… yeah, generally egocentric behaviour in my childhood, 
you know, from adults. That I’m not worth taking care of, I’m not worth being 
seen, I’m not worth you know being treated nicely or with respect or like that. 

 
In Gustav’s account, it is the escalation of negative emotions that makes him 
behave even worse. The consequence is that his behaviour increases the risk 
of what he fears the most: being abandoned. It is as though these dramas of 
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conflict and separation are something he unconsciously stages, in a compul-
sion to repeat the pattern of how he was abandoned as a child. The very strong 
images of falling into a ‘bottomless pit’ and being a trapped animal waiting 
to die probably come from his childhood and his relationship with his parents, 
when he actually was helpless and at the other’s mercy. The strong emotions 
he cannot regulate recreate this earlier traumatic relationship for him, which 
he also explicitly connects the ‘strange emotion’ to.  

A love relationship brings out the most vulnerable of emotions for many, 
as a romantic partner is often the adult relationship in which you attach the 
most, and it thus activates attachment patterns from one’s childhood (Fuentes-
Balderrama et al., 2022). Without the experience of mutual recognition, it is 
difficult to recognize the other and oneself, to accept flaws both in a partner 
and in oneself, and to be able to contain feelings of guilt, anger and fear with-
out experiencing oneself falling down in a bottomless pit or being like a 
trapped animal.  

The situations of violence and of crossing the other’s boundaries that the 
men retell would be unintelligible without seeing vulnerability as part of love 
relationships, and as part of what makes them difficult. In a relationship, the 
love object will necessarily both please and frustrate, s/he will cause both 
pleasure and suffering. Because there is no such a thing as a perfect relation-
ship that will never frustrate and disappoint, feelings and impulses of love and 
aggression often exist in parallel. Because the loved one can cause both the 
strongest positive and the strongest negative emotions, the subject is vulnera-
ble to the acts of the other, and aggression can be a consequence of the ego’s 
need to protect itself from too strong narcissistic blows. As has been discussed 
in relation to the aggressive, misogynist young men of the manosphere (Jo-
hanssen, 2022), and in relation to murderous violence against women (Jones, 
2018), it is not far-fetched to interpret violent transgressions as a misdirected 
longing for recognition by the female other. 

This does not reduce the severity of the violent acts, nor does it deny the 
men their responsibility for them. In contrast to the men of the manosphere 
though, the partner-violent men direct their frustration at a particular person 
rather than at the fantasy of ‘women’ generally. But this combination of love 
and trust, on the one hand, and violence and coercion, on the other, might 
make these situations especially severe and traumatizing, something that Isak 
became aware of when his ex-girlfriend contacted him: 

Isak: […] she described that eh… well she explained that… it was, you know, 
I was the person she trusted the most eh… I know this isn’t exactly what you 
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asked [laughs] and that this betrayal… you know… has made it really difficult 
for her to trust people at all. Because we were so, so close and if someone… 
she trusts… and who is so close to her can do something like that against her, 
then… well… how could you handle that and that’s… it is… yeah, that’s ter-
rible. 
Interviewer (Hanna): How does it feel to hear that? 
I: Eh, no but… I feel like a… yeah I feel… evil.  
H: Mm 
I: Especially considering that I haven’t known, then it’s like… even worse in 
a way. 
 

The knowledge of having severely hurt the one they love(d) is difficult for the 
interviewed men to accept and live with, something we have seen numerous 
examples of throughout the interviews. As seen in the quote above, it is not 
only the fact that the simultaneity of love and aggression is difficult to encom-
pass, and that the love of the partner increases the guilt over one’s aggression, 
which is also probably the case. I would argue that it is also the knowledge, 
at the time conscious or not, of the particularly strong capacity to hurt that the 
vulnerability of a love relationship entails that these men are struggling with. 
The knowledge of one’s potentially destructive power over the other is diffi-
cult to fully own and contain, and the strong tendency to deny aggression and 
violence, which we have seen, might partly be due to this fact.  

Discussion 
In this chapter, I have discussed the liminal dimensions of young men’s vio-
lence against women partners that are found in the interviews. More specifi-
cally, the thresholds of violence, the boundaries between love and aggression, 
but also the liminal process of becoming an adult are highlighted. The love 
relationships the men describe are shown to be embedded within a nexus of 
other relationships – especially with parents and friends. Problems with mu-
tual recognition has been recurring themes in these different relationships. 
What I have shown is the crucial role that recognition plays in these liminal 
processes and situations. If violence can be described as crossing a line or 
trespassing on someone’s boundaries, recognition can be regarded as the pro-
cess of finding the line or the limit, of finding the other. In this process, ag-
gression and destruction play a central part. When mutual recognition fails, it 
often takes on gendered forms and expressions. Pointing to the particularities 
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of youth as a liminal place between childhood and adulthood, in which rela-
tionships start to shift in emphasis, offers an important clue to the problem of 
violence in youth.  

Young men engaging in their first (serious) romantic relationship are at a 
threshold in many respects. If they move in with a partner, they may be mov-
ing from their parental home for the first time. This involves choosing whom 
one will live with and a more symmetrical interdependence with a partner, an 
important step in the transition to adulthood (Conger et al., 2011). Having a 
partner is also a sign of one’s attractiveness as a male and might be important 
for the young man’s status among peers. This step towards becoming adult is 
associated with freedom and responsibilities, lingering dependence on parents 
as well as a wish to establish new relationships (Korkmaz, 2021). The woman 
partner might be the first to question violent behaviour that the young man 
has gotten away with earlier; being seen in a vertical relationship can thus be 
both rewarding and challenging. Especially difficult is establishing a romantic 
relationship based on mutual recognition if one’s earlier relationships were 
characterized by violence and masculine dominance.  

Several of the men with experiences of severe violence and neglect in 
youth were also from economically and socially disadvantaged backgrounds, 
making it difficult to depend on parents for either emotional or economic sup-
port (cf. Conger et al., 2011). Being traumatized by exposure to violence in 
childhood and youth might pose a double risk: Dysfunctional and violent par-
ents can make the need to break with the family of origin and form new im-
portant bonds more pressing, at the same time as the youth is not well 
equipped to handle emotionally complex and interdependent adult relation-
ships. There is also a risk of becoming overly dependent, emotionally and 
otherwise, on the partner for feeling secure, when there are no safe parental 
figures to turn to for relationship advice or material support (Hardie & Seltzer, 
2016).  
 As previous research has highlighted, there is generally continuity between 
relationships to parents, peers and partners (e.g., Collins & van Dulmen, 2006; 
Conger et al., 2011), and violence experienced early has a tendency to become 
reproduced in later relationships (Forke et al., 2021; Lahav et al., 2022; 
O’Keefe, 1998; Taft et al., 2017; Toplu-Demirtaş & Hatipoğlu-Sümer, 2021). 
Throughout the interviews, the men express these links both explicitly and 
implicitly, showing their great difficulties in establishing healthy and secure 
relationships based in mutual recognition, when this is not what they have 
experienced previously. The triangular structure of important relationships in 
youth – with parents, peers and partners – causes each pole to influence the 
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nature of the others. Not only are violent relationships in childhood and youth 
reproduced later in life – the violence that the men have experienced is also 
remarkably gendered, so that violence comes to be associated with masculin-
ity and male dominance and normalized in male homosocial contexts. Alt-
hough young men tend to regard violence against women as much less ac-
cepted (e.g., Uhnoo, 2011), having a narrow view of what constitutes violence 
works to deny one’s use of violence and still reproduce relationship patterns 
of non-recognition. On one level, they tell themselves they are different from 
their violent fathers, and that they do not relate to their women partners as to 
their male peers, but on another level the emotional patterns are difficult to 
change.  

Keeping in mind the strong forces, on both individual psychological and 
discursive levels, against identifying with the violent man, it is important that 
this figure, instead of being portrayed as the ‘monstrous other’ (Gottzén, 
2015), is allowed complexity as well as vulnerability. It is also important, if 
we are to try to break the reproduction of male dominance, violence and 
abuse, to understand that men who use violence are often both perpetrators 
and victims of male violence. Moreover, seeing violence as a continuum 
(Kelly, 1988) along which physical violence is but one form of a pattern of 
failed recognition – which often takes other forms that sometimes temporally 
precede physical violence – is important in enabling us to identify violence 
early. It is also essential that these forms of non-recognition be identified as 
violence, so that destructive and hurtful relationship dynamics are challenged 
even when both parties take part, or when this kind of communication was 
normalized in the family of origin and/or the male peer group.  

Kelly’s (1988) idea of a continuum of violence has been called into ques-
tion for ‘blurring the distinction between violent men and those who had not 
perpetrated assaults […] making it impossible to explain why so few engage 
in violence against women every day’ (Gadd et al., 2015, p. 129). It is proba-
bly the case that a minority of men perpetrate violence against women daily, 
but given the very high prevalence of violence victimization among young 
women (Hellevik & Øverlien, 2016; Kelly, 1988; Korkmaz, 2021), Kelly’s 
argument that ‘[a] clear distinction cannot be made between “victims” and 
other women’ (1988, p. 59) seems to have been confirmed by research. I think 
the notion of a continuum can be used to point to how often violence falls on 
the commonplace end – often not acknowledged as violence at all. Most of 
the men interviewed for this dissertation had come to embrace a definition of 
some of their past actions as violence – but I do not believe they would there-
fore label themselves as ‘violent men’, as in the distinction cited above. 
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The aim of having a concept of violence that can encompass ambivalence, 
grey areas, and associations with love is also to highlight how aggression and 
destruction are necessary within – and deeply constitutive of – human rela-
tionships, and nothing that can be done away with once and for all. The diffi-
cult task of mutual recognition is not to reach a divine place where all rela-
tionships are purged of aggressive emotions and impulses. It is rather to try to 
walk the balance between self-assertion and negation (important aspects of 
differentiation), on the one hand, and recognition, on the other: ‘When I act 
upon the other it is vital he be affected, so that I know that I exist – but not 
completely destroyed, so that I know he also exists’ (Benjamin, 1988, p. 38). 
The ideal of mutual recognition will necessarily fail occasionally, but without 
the recognition of elements of non-recognition, there is no possibility of rep-
aration and a change towards interdependent non-violence (Butler, 2021). 

Messerschmidt (2012) has also addressed young men’s search for recogni-
tion from other (young) men, pointing to how it might lead to violence. Alt-
hough some of his arguments resemble my findings, for example, how domi-
nant masculinity is reproduced from father to son, from the home to the 
school, there are also fundamental differences between our approaches to 
recognition. While the male subject in Messerschmidt is rational and charac-
terized by cognitive and strategic reflection and decision-making, I regard the 
subjects as driven by conflicted emotions on both conscious and unconscious 
levels, in line with the psychosocial tradition – both less rational and less uni-
tary. The processes of recognition delineated within this chapter are thus both 
more muddled and complex, as I try to draw out the fine-grained intersubjec-
tive processes of recognition and its failure, of unconscious fantasy and de-
fensive denial.  
In this chapter, I have highlighted the dynamics between the need to separate 
from parents and the simultaneous dependency on and influence from early 
relationships when engaging with a partner. As I have stressed, romantic re-
lationships intrinsically give rise to vulnerable emotions and the risk of being 
hurt. Being young without previous experiences of having a partner entails a 
particular exposure to hurtful experiences, and it might be difficult to know 
what to expect from a relationship. For this reason, young people run a high 
risk of being victimized (Korkmaz, 2021). Moreover, young men with an abu-
sive history might perpetrate violence, despite seeing themselves as vulnera-
ble and without control, rather than as strong and controlling, which they 
probably also are. 
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6. Embodied family relations: From father 
regression to thirdness in desisting from 
violence 

In the previous chapter, I investigated the liminalities of violence in youth, 
showing how it is deeply embedded within a relational setting, such that pat-
terns of failed recognition from previous relationships live on in later ones. In 
this chapter, I will further delve into the importance of family relations for the 
men, through a theoretically informed case study of a young man who has 
been violent against his girlfriend. 
 The case stood out among the interviews, as a particularly strong image of 
violence within a family, gendered identifications, reproduction of and de-
sistance from violence. The themes that surfaced throughout the case resem-
ble themes in the other men’s narratives, but serve the purpose of a powerful 
example through all the particular nuances in Bojan’s and Irina’s story. 
     First, I present the case and Ruth Stein’s psychoanalytic notions of vio-
lence, masculinity and fatherhood used in my analysis. Then I present the 
analysis of the case in three main parts. These include the violent situation in 
the family of origin, the reproduction of violence in subsequent relationships 
and breaking with violence and moving towards other ways of relating to oth-
ers. Finally, I end with a discussion in which I also problematize the role of 
the therapeutic discourse in relations of power and how psychological expla-
nations are used. 

The case 
In the following, I present a case of a young man (in his early 20s) who has 
been violent against a girlfriend as well as experienced violence in his family 
of origin. The analysis is based on two semi-structured interviews, one with 
the young man, Bojan, and one with his mother, Irina.  
     Bojan was born in Sweden, raised by his two parents who fled to Sweden 
from the Balkans during the war. His parents were newly married when they 
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had to leave their country of origin and came to Sweden in the early 1990s, 
when Irina was in her teens. Shortly after their arrival, they had two children, 
of which Bojan is the youngest. Irina describes how, in her country of origin, 
ideas about the differences between male and female behaviour are more pro-
nounced and how this created a tension when arriving to Sweden, where they 
experienced the division as less clear. Irina describes how her husband started 
to control her, and she believes that he felt threatened and less powerful in 
Sweden, for example when she started school to learn Swedish. Irina says she 
learned Swedish quickly, in contrast to her husband, and his controlling be-
haviour escalated to the point where she no longer had contact with family 
and friends, and experienced physical and emotional abuse. Bojan also de-
scribes his father as very controlling and physically violent against him, his 
sister and his mother. During his childhood, Bojan was exposed to violence 
both directly and through observing violence against his mother and sister.  
      In the analysis of the interviews, the main focus is on Bojan’s story, with 
Irina’s perspective on Bojan as a complement rather than a contrast, as their 
reflections on most parts were quite similar.  

The idealization of fatherhood 
As discussed in Chapter 2, psychoanalytic theory has not focused extensively 
on partner violence, especially not on men’s experiences of violence against 
women. As concerns more large-scale expressions of violence, there are some 
interesting contributions, among which Ruth Stein (2010) is relevant in the 
context of violence and fatherhood.  
     Stein’s (2010) analysis of religious terrorism and the father(-figure) in the 
masculine world of religious worship, extreme violence and misogyny offers 
an important complement to Benjamin’s and Chodorow’s theories, as she par-
ticularly writes about the role of the father in the reproduction of violence. 
Stein combines analyses of letters from terrorists behind suicide attacks with 
examples from her clinical practice. The relationship to the tyrannical and al-
mighty father is theorized both as a relationship to God, and as how sons 
might relate to real and imagined fathers, terrorists and non-terrorists alike. 
The religious terrorist can be regarded as an extreme-case example of a certain 
relational functioning that can be identified in less extreme forms as well. The 
father as a primal and archaic figure is threatening and demanding of full sub-
mission. Stein conceives of this father not as a concrete or biological person, 
but as an ‘inner fatherly presence’, ‘the prototype of God-figures in religion, 



112 

who is the terrifying father of the primal horde and an agent of privation at 
the same time as he can be an omnipotent protector’ (Stein, 2010, p. 77). She 
argues that a ‘father regression’ can take many forms and involve different 
processes. For example:  

There can be a rejecting, dismissive response from a contemptuous or indiffer-
ent father to the son’s open show of affection. In such cases, the son will be 
overcome with self-rejection; in order not to drown in these affects, he will feel 
contempt for his own needy, loving and love-seeking part. These people may 
sometimes undergo what psychiatrist Harry Stack Sullivan called ‘malevolent 
transformation,’ where consistent expectation of rebuff and humiliation makes 
such a person show hateful behaviour whenever he feels the need for tender-
ness. (Stein, 2010, p. 84) 

 
Stein (2010) argues that the son in such a case might become an ‘attentive 
servant’ (p. 84) to his paternal parent and lose his own identity. Submission 
to the father often includes a prohibition against loving the mother, and a gen-
eral repudiation of his mother and sisters, which ‘restricts his chance of iden-
tifying with tender intentions and relations’ (p. 84). The son’s shameful parts 
are instead projected onto others, who are treated with contempt or violence. 
In the absence of a recognizing response from the parent, the son becomes 
helpless, seeking an ideal that is impossible to embody. The need to regard 
the father as omnipotent can be necessary to defend oneself against this help-
lessness.       

At home in violence: atmosphere and relational patterns 
When Bojan talks about his first memories of violence at home, he presents it 
as a kind of familiar atmosphere that is often present in his home. It is vaguely 
understood as something that evokes curiosity in him, but it also seems fright-
ening: 

Bojan: Yeah… there was a lot of violence, and I have witnessed myself, I re-
member, you know, when you were… I was really small, what the hell could I 
have been, four years old or something like that, three-four years old, remember 
when we ran, to to to the ki- kitchen, ‘cause we had a kitchen door, in [city] 
where we lived. I’m born in [city], where we lived. Eh… and I remember that 
you looked through that hole all the time and then you saw, ‘cause you heard 
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screams all the time, shouting and screaming, and then maybe you heard a bang 
here and there. So you ran, you know, you were always curious…  

 
The violence was clearly present in the form of screams and bangs, although 
it was hidden from view. Bojan and his sibling peeked through the kitchen 
door keyhole to see, as they probably already knew they should not enter the 
kitchen. Bojan says the violence at home escalated and that it also became 
directed against himself, when he had done something his father considered 
wrong. His father dictated the use of violence at home, according to Bojan, 
although at times he could order his mother to physically punish their chil-
dren. The fear of violence was ever-present during his childhood, and Bojan 
describes how he became very observant of his father’s facial expressions, in 
order to discover any signs of irritation or aggression and try to avoid an out-
burst in his father.  

Bojan: You know, I was scared all the time and… wondered, when dad 
squinted for example because he was tired, I often asked him, you know I have 
never reflected over this until now at [organization], it was because I was scared 
he was going to be angry, so I asked him ‘Are you angry, are you cross, dad?’ 
and eventually he got cross because I asked him so often if he was cross. 

 
Bojan says he had not reflected over this behaviour of his, until he started 
going to treatment. The atmosphere of fear seemed so natural to him, it be-
came part of his way of relating to others around him, especially in his rela-
tionship with his father. The fear of violence shaped his interpretation of his 
world – in this case his father’s facial expressions. Although he can under-
stand in retrospect that his father’s squinting was a sign of him being tired, he 
understood it as a sign of anger. It is as though he lived with a hypervigilance 
and attentiveness to anger and violence and was constantly prepared to dis-
cover it. As he ironically points out, his efforts to understand the gestures of 
his father – squinting in this case – instead of discovering and preventing an-
ger actually produced it.  

Regression to the father – gendered identification  
The descriptions of Bojan’s relationship with his father are reminiscent in 
many ways of the archaic, powerful father and the humiliated, subordinated 
son portrayed by Stein (2010), Chodorow (2011b) and Benjamin (1988). The 
constant fear of the father in Bojan was combined with a strong identification 
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with him, and a belief in the father as the master (the one who demands full 
submission) (Benjamin, 1988). He learned to believe in what his father said 
was right and wrong.  
     From his father, Bojan adopted masculine values that emphasized being 
strong, hard and successful. He was punished when he cried and displayed 
weakness, and he learned to suppress and despise those parts of himself, sim-
ilar to how Chodorow (2011b) and Stein (2010) has discussed how fathers 
might reject softness in boys. The father in Bojan’s story is very violent and 
controlling, and advocates an invulnerable masculinity with a strong focus on 
material success and academic achievement: 

Interviewer (Hanna): Who didn’t allow you to? [Go to kindergarten] 
Bojan: Eh, dad, he thought it was just play. You should… when you’re in 
school you should study… and then you should do it like, so you’re the best 
and all of that, or you know… yeah, maybe it was there or maybe, I haven’t 
reflected over it like this, but… maybe there somewhere… it started, this ‘if 
you perform well, you’re good enough’.  

 
The all-powerful father that Bojan describes demands complete submission. 
As Stein (2010) argues, this masculine figure censures love and affection to-
wards the mother and femininity. After Bojan’s parents separated on his 
mother’s initiative, Bojan sided with his father, and turned his aggression to-
wards his mother, just as his father had done. Bojan says that his father told 
his children that their mother was responsible for ruining the family, and they 
believed him. Both Bojan and Irina describe how Bojan, at this point, had a 
strong identification with his father. Previous studies have also shown how 
male perpetrators of domestic violence may belittle and disparage the mother 
in front of their children (Gadd et al., 2015), but the extent to which Bojan 
accepted the father’s perspective is rather astonishing, resembling a total 
‘identification with the aggressor’ (Lahav et al., 2022). The mother remem-
bers how Bojan turned against her: 

Irina: He adopted his dad’s body language when he talked to me and ques-
tioned me and said things like… that weren’t at all connected to reality, but it 
was dad’s opinions, totally. So in some way he adopted that role completely, 
and I couldn’t find him at all, talking to a child. But I constantly felt when I 
talked to him that I was talking to… my ex-husband. And I also saw… the 
contempt in his eyes. 

 



115 

What Irina says she saw when talking to Bojan was the body language of the 
father. His gestures signalled contempt, and this seems to have been an un-
canny experience for her, in which she felt she ‘couldn’t find him at all’. The 
expressions of the father had so completely been adopted by Bojan that it is 
reminiscent of a pre-oedipal ‘father regression’ (Stein, 2010), in which the 
son totally depletes his own self in an effort to submit to the patriarchal God-
like father. The son maintains the bond to the father by totally submitting to 
him, as though he is the only proper subject, the only doer (Benjamin, 2018; 
Chodorow, 2011b). What is sacrificed through this submission is the bond to 
the mother.  

Bojan: In some way I identified with… my dad. You know, I was scared of 
him, I really was. But… I didn’t want to believe in anyone else, so I only be-
lieved in him. 

 
During his childhood and upbringing, Bojan portrays his relationship with his 
mother as totally dictated by his father, who seemed like the only proper par-
ent, the only one to listen and submit to.  

Interviewer (Hanna): So how was your relationship to your mother then, dur-
ing your upbringing? 
Bojan: Mixed, but you know, it was so coloured by dad, yeah it was. Now in 
retrospect I have to say it was coloured a lot by dad, still we had nice mo-
ments… at the treatment home when I think about it, with my mom and all, 
but… in my head there was only only dad, you know, eh… at the end of the 
day there was only dad. Sure, we had fun and stuff, but there was only dad at 
the end of the day. 
H: What do you mean by ‘it was only dad’? 
B: No, but it was, you know… well… [laughs] it sounds wrong to say it, but it 
was him you should listen to, or it was him you should… like… say, you  
followed him, like that. What he said, that was right, it was kinda like that.  
H: So you didn’t listen to your mom? 
B: [Sighs] Well… yeah, but not fully. ‘Cause it was dad’s word that was final, 
and in dad’s eyes, mom was a witch and… he talked openly of how he could… 
you know, maybe he should even hire somebody down there, when she’s on 
vacation that… got rid of her and all of that.  
H: Mhm, how did it feel to hear that? 
B: Well right then… [sighs] today it feels a lot worse than it felt then, ‘cause 
then, kinda, there at that moment… I repressed it, it was like… I didn’t wanna 
talk about mom, for me it was not true what… what my dad said, that was right. 
So, I pushed mom away. You know, I didn’t want to feel anything for mom. 
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In the passage above, Bojan describes the extent to which he interpreted the 
words and opinions of his father as true. Not even when his father talked about 
arranging for to murder his mother did he react, because he did not want to 
(or could not) have any warm feelings for her. Through this ‘father regression’ 
(Stein, 2010), not only was the mother repudiated, but important parts of 
Bojan himself were denied, such as tenderness and an ability for mutual inti-
macy. According to Chodorow (2011b), the boy’s relationship to his mother 
might be imbued with fears of dependency as well as abandonment. There 
was almost a total effacement of Bojan’s independent self in relation to the 
superordinate older male (Chodorow, 2011b). The extent of his adaption and 
subordination to the father became frighteningly clear in two very decisive 
situations when he contemplated suicide. The first occurred when he was in 
his teens, around 14 or 15 he remembers, after which he lost his idealized 
view of his father: 

Bojan: I was really sad, I cried, and then he just said ‘stop crying’ and then he 
said, shortly afterwards, ‘cause I didn’t stop crying eh… a second’s pause: ‘stop 
crying or I’ll rip out that damn Adam’s apple, I created life in you, I brought 
you to life, I will also take your life away.’ He said that. [Laughs] Yeah, 
so…That was, that was kinda it, then I felt, you know, ‘do it, what the hell’, 
‘cause… shortly after that I was standing in the bathroom, thinking if I should 
do like a raz-, razor, you have those razor heads, and then you have that thing, 
the razor blade thing, was thinking if I should break it and… just… take my 
own life in there. But part of me I also felt like ‘fuck, I can’t do this’, ‘cause I 
tried to think of others as well, that, so they won’t, what if my dad gets accused 
of murder, I don’t want that, I don’t want anybody to suffer because of me.  
Hanna: So, you thought about your dad… 
B: Yes 
H: … then? 
B: Once again [laughs] how crazy is that? I did, I didn’t want him to be accused 
of murder or anything like that, I had so many thoughts at the same time as I 
wanted to die, you know, I didn’t want to live. I just felt it was meaningless, to 
to me, I think mom, I think, I think, when I have reflected over mom, when 
everything she had said was right in a way … [breathes in] or most of it anyway, 
whatever, eh… then right there, in that moment, I just felt that… ‘hell, I ran 
away from mom, I’ve let mom down, and she probably won’t have me back, 
so I have nowhere to turn to, either this or live on the street.’  
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Bojan’s narrative starts when he was upset and crying, and his father threat-
ened to take Bojan’s life if he did not stop. Shortly afterwards, he found him-
self in the bathroom with a razor blade, almost like he was carrying out his 
father’s demand: to rip out his Adam’s apple. The situation evokes a literal 
reading of ‘only one can live’ (Benjamin, 2018, p. 6-7) – a struggle to the 
death. In his memory, what stopped him from carrying out his father’s death 
sentence was once again allegiance to his father, because he feared he would 
be accused of Bojan’s murder. It does not matter if this was the way the actual 
events played out at the time, but in Bojan’s memory, the situation is struc-
tured around a clear hierarchy: there was only one real agentic subject, the 
doer (father), and he himself was the object, the done to. The Adam’s apple 
is symbolically significant here, as it represents a typical masculine charac-
teristic, a sign of patrilineal inheritance (Stein, 2010), and echoes the biblical 
story of the Fall of Man and the original sin (of Woman). Bojan remembers 
his father articulating his right – as a father – to take his son’s life, because he 
gave him life. There was no room for the son or the mother in this picture (of 
any triangular relationship), nor any other higher power (such as a God), but 
it is almost as though the father claimed the position of God: the only one to 
decide over life and death.  
     When his father was no longer viewed as the one who is absolutely right – 
as a God or master – life for Bojan lost its meaning. It is as if when his father 
fell from the pedestal for Bojan, when the paternal grounding principles of his 
values and his life were questioned, he could not survive himself. There is no 
son without the father.  
     The second situation in which Bojan contemplated suicide is narrated with 
less coherent causality and structure, but the themes are similar: 

Hanna: So you said that… that when you were 14-15, that was the first time… 
you thought about taking your life. 
Bojan: Yeah, actually it was. 
H: Has it… come back several times since then?  
B: Yeah, it came back… as well… it came back once when I was in a relation-
ship with a girl, but apart from that… here at [organization] actually, ‘cause 
I’ve been a really over-ambitious guy before, now I’m not like this, or I have 
ambitions but… eh, as I said, I’ve had perf- performance-based self-esteem you 
know, if I perform well I feel good, if I perform poorly, I feel like shit, like that. 
And… I let all demands and expectations go and, you know, didn’t expect an-
yone to expect anything of me, but I’m just expected to be well. And that was 
kind of when I changed my self-image, like that, I don’t have to be the best, I 
don’t have to have a lot of money, I don’t have to own a fancy car… I don’t 



118 

have to be… economically independent when I’m 25… then all anxiety let go 
as well, in a way. 
H: And… you said that… then you came to think of, or do I understand you 
correctly? 
B: Yeah. 
H: Then you came to think of… 
B: You know, related to, eh… it was not that, I explain it quite, I won’t even 
go into that, but somehow I realized that… for me it felt worthless… to live 
because I… I’ve lived in a bubble, for so damn long and what the hell, you 
know, I don’t know how to explain it, it… [sighs] it… I wasn’t even about to 
separate at that point, I was about to separate from myself in a way. 
 

When Bojan decided, for different reasons, to change his values in life, away 
from a focus on (masculine) outer achievements of material success and to-
wards focusing on his inner well-being, his world in some ways collapsed 
once again, and he portrays it as a separation from himself. He seems to sug-
gest that he separated from the values of being strong and successful, which 
he argues he adopted from his father. In that sense, it appears accurate to de-
scribe this situation as another case of separation. He had already separated 
from his father in a concrete, external sense. But in his own subjective fantasy 
world, his father was not abandoned as an important parent for identification 
and ideal (as superego), and on an unconscious level he was likely still moti-
vated by gaining his father’s approval and love. The loss of the internalized 
father provoked a crisis, and the question of whether he had the right to an 
independent life outside his father’s control was brought up yet again. 

The role of migration and class 
Bojan describes how the violence at home escalated during his childhood 
and youth, and Irina emphasizes how the escalation of violence and control 
from Bojan’s father was connected to the changes in the dynamics between 
the parents, brought about by their forced migration to Sweden. Bojan says 
his father struggled to maintain an income to support the family, working 
around the clock doing unskilled labour, exhausting both his body and his 
mind. To understand the escalation of violence that occurred in their home, 
one needs to look not only at masculinity, but also at the intersections of 
class, migration experiences, ethnicity and sexuality. Alan Greig (2011) has 
criticized research on men and masculinities for focusing too much on prob-
lematic gender norms, and not seeing the complex web of power relations 



119 

that men are situated in, not least the state violence and oppression they are 
subjected to. Greig believes that ‘anxious states of masculinity’ result from 
neoliberal changes on the labour market in tandem with women’s increased 
economic and sexual freedom, thus ‘undermining men’s masculine identities 
predicated on the subordination of women’ (2011, p. 219). Other scholars 
have highlighted how the comparatively high rates of conflicts, divorce and 
violence against women in refugee couples is connected to the change in 
power relations between spouses (e.g., Wachter & Heffron, 2021), espe-
cially when couples come from a more patriarchal and traditional society to 
the more gender-equal Sweden (Darvishpour, 2002). A great part of this 
strain is explained by the working-class conditions of many refugees, where 
men often lose status in the labour market, and women might increase their 
chances of education and work, relative to their native countries (Darvish-
pour, 2002). The shifting power balance is to women’s benefit, and men 
who lose both economic and social status might react by trying to control 
their female partners and using physical force. Like Mehrdad Darvishpour’s 
(2002) findings from interviews with Iranian men and women immigrants in 
Sweden, Irina emphasized a strong identification with and appreciation of 
Swedish gender equality, and the greater opportunities she acquired in the 
more individualist and secular society to which they fled, while she says her 
former husband rather over-emphasized the traditional patriarchal values of 
their country of origin.  

The strain of trying to earn a good income through demanding low-paid 
jobs and simultaneously trying to maintain one’s status and power as head of 
the family, while not speaking the language (as well as his wife) and having 
the low-status position as immigrant and minority in Sweden, is likely to 
have increased the father’s anger, aggression and ressentiment (cf. W. 
Brown, 2019). This analysis resembles Messerschmidt’s (2000) argument 
that violence is a resource used to accomplish masculinity when other re-
sources are not available. But it is also in line with the psychosocial wish to 
address expressions of dominant masculinity in intersectional and psycho-
logical terms. Internalized racism, minority and economic stress, and the hu-
miliation that might be experienced with the fall from the previously granted 
masculine power and status, could be something the father experienced as a 
weakness, and unconsciously projected outwards – onto his wife and chil-
dren – and attacked there (Gadd et al., 2015). As the narratives of both Irina 
and Bojan confirm, his outward aggression escalated concurrently with his 
decrease in social status vis-à-vis his wife. After Irina filed for divorce, her 
ex-husband constantly disparaged her in front of their children, indicating a 
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strong tendency towards psychological splitting – seeing her as all bad and 
himself as all good – which is typical of projection. The painting of her in 
black colours might also be seen as a way of strengthening his power over 
his children after losing his power over her. A study of Syrian refugees in 
Germany also pointed to a connection between shifting power dynamics 
within a family post-migration, how women gain from divorce and male vi-
olence (Ajlan, 2022). Although it is difficult to generalize experiences 
across different cultural contexts, with differences in both countries of origin 
and countries of destination, the finding that ‘gaps in gender role values are 
problematic when they challenge patriarchal values and male economic 
power’ is consistent within research on the conflicts of immigrated couples 
(Rapaport & Doucerain, 2022, p. 1638). Greig notices how men’s violence 
and problematic masculinity have been understood in terms of culture, rather 
than politics and economy, and the field of ‘men and masulinities’ have 
therefore ‘contributed to a domestication of […] gendered violence’ (2011, 
p. 225). Consequently, I believe it is necessary to situate the escalation of vi-
olence against Bojan, his mother and his sister in a situation marked by the 
strain of experiencing and fleeing from war, of oppression based on class 
and ethnic minority status and a drastic shift in power relations within the 
family. Highlighting this complex web of power and oppression does not 
free men from responsibility for their violence, as also Greig emphasizes, 
but is necessary for understanding the ways in which men’s violence is re-
produced. This social dimension complements the psychological analysis, 
allowing us to understand the contempt for femininity, weakness and vulner-
ability that Bojan’s father acted out, which seems to run parallel to his own 
denied weakness and loss of power.        

Violence as embodied relational pattern 
In Bojan’s other relationships – first with his sister and boys at school and 
later with his girlfriend – emotional and interactional patterns similar to his 
relationship with his father are present, but in somewhat different ways. The 
embodied style of Bojan and his patterns of communication bear witness to 
his early identification with the father as the superior male, and how central 
the feeling of humiliation is in power struggles between men (Chodorow, 
2011b).  
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Bojan: You actively try to offend someone, ‘cause you feel offended yourself. 
Eh… I fought a lot… when I was in fifth grade, or sixth, I fought almost every 
day. And even then it… included offending people, you know… you felt… you 
felt a need, you know I always felt excluded. I guess I did because, in fifth and 
sixth grade, I changed schools and all that, I was in compulsory care [after in-
tervention by the social services] when I was in fifth grade so I missed out on 
a lot in fifth grade [sighs] and… it was really then… all that I’d learnt from 
home started to kick in, and I started using violence myself ‘cause I, it was 
violence at home, it was, physical and psychological. And… I started [laughs] 
actually when you look back now, I started… being like dad, more or less, you 
know I used violence, eh… a clear example can be that I didn’t feel I fit in, so 
maybe you started fighting with someone in the schoolyard, and then I could… 
throw out some words, and then the other will counter, you know, and throw 
out his words, and then you might reach, or somewhere you reach the point, I 
won’t say maybe ‘cause usually you reach the point where you get physical 
instead, ‘cause the psychological violence won’t do, it doesn’t have the effect, 
it doesn’t really bite [sighs] so then you take to using your fists and then when 
you kinda have discharged… in the beginning I didn’t feel, you know, so much 
anxiety, I didn’t feel so much empathy… right… then. 

 
Bojan clearly links the feeling of being insulted or humiliated with violence 
and the need for retaliation. It also has to do with the feeling of not belonging, 
and violence is described as something that escalated from insults and psy-
chological violence to physical violence, allowing him to discharge. He also 
says, with a laugh, that he started behaving like his dad. Perhaps he uncon-
sciously identified with what might have been his dad’s feelings of being hu-
miliated due to loss of status and power, of being an outsider as a refugee. 
However, he reproduced his father’s tendency to act out in violence, and pro-
ject his feelings of weakness on the other. This vulnerability to being humili-
ated – starting with humiliation from the father and continuing as what propels 
violence towards peers – echoes Chodorow (2011b), but it has also been ad-
dressed in previous psychosocial research on young men’s violence (Gadd et 
al., 2015, pp 142-146). The situation Bojan retells is also reminiscent of what 
Ruth Stein (2010), with reference to Sullivan, describes as a consequence of 
the regression to the dominating father: in which the son expects humiliation 
and responds with hate when he in fact needs tenderness and belonging.  

Bojan: I wasn’t afraid to take a beating, I had been beaten so much at home, 
so for me it was just… nice to get a little beaten in a way. 
Hanna: In what way was it nice? 
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B: Well I got an outlet for it, you know… and if I, let’s say I didn’t win but I 
got beaten, then it filled me with even more hatred and you know, eh, even 
more drive to maybe start it up next time, something that can get even bigger. 
H: What did you get an outlet for then? When you got a beating? 
B: Eh… I haven’t thought about that, actually. But… I know sometimes, sort 
of, it feels good that someone, someone… someone beats you [laughs] it feels 
a little crazy to say! [Laughs] Yeah it just felt nice in a way, I don’t know, 
maybe I missed dad! [Laughs] I dunno, it sounds crazy.  

 
Bojan describes a home in which the atmosphere of fear and anger was pre-
sent, in which he adopted an embodied propensity of always being prepared 
to be the recipient of violence. In school, this embodied style and the propen-
sity for violence functioned as a kind of power or capital. The fear of violence 
at home was converted into a lack of fear of violence at school (in an almost 
inverted manner compared to the discussion on Filip and David in Chapter 5). 
Because Bojan was not afraid of being beaten, he rather liked it he says, he 
could build up and make use of his anger as a force against other boys, in the 
struggle to humiliate rather than being humiliated (Chodorow, 2011b). In the 
interview, he struggles to explain why he liked being beaten, but jokes about 
him missing his dad. There is probably some truth to this, as this kind of vio-
lent communication was familiar to him and part of the embodied relationship 
patterns he had adopted. When violence figures as a form of communication, 
it also stands for connection between bodies. It was a certain kind of contact 
between Bojan and others, in which he was touched, albeit in a violent and 
brutal manner. This type of contact was what he knew and was familiar with. 
What seems to have provoked worse anxiety for Bojan was the lack of contact 
in separation (which I will return to soon).  

Partner violence 
When Bojan describes the violence that he perpetrated as a child and youth, 
it was mostly directed against other boys, but also his sister. He says he con-
sidered it wrong to hit girls, but the psychological violence of insults and dis-
respectful behaviour nevertheless existed in relation to girls; he did not con-
sider that violence at the time. Still, it was not until he was violent against his 
girlfriend that he agreed to seek help, after discussing the incident with both 
his girlfriend and his mother. As previous studies have suggested, this points 
to the great importance of a supportive social network for help-seekers to de-
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sist from violence, especially in youth (e.g., Berggren & Gottzén, 2022; Kork-
maz, 2021). Bojan and Irina both emphasize the importance of her support, 
since she furthermore knew about the organization working with partner vio-
lence, to which Bojan eventually turned.   

Bojan narrates a violent episode as follows: 

Bojan: […] I grabbed my girlfriend and didn’t let her go once when she just, 
you know, left me and I wanted an answer, and I was so tired of, like, each time 
I asked her… eh, difficult, emotionally difficult questions she had to leave, just 
run away, you know [sighs] and I was in this heat of the moment, so *tschh*… 
it was an impulsive situation and I just grabbed her and didn’t let go ‘you don’t 
leave until we’re done talking, ‘cause… I’m here, I do my part’, you know, 
that’s what I felt, ‘and then you should damn well do your part.’ And that was, 
you know, of course you shouldn’t grab anyone, and she got hurt, she did. So… 
and I felt… emotionally in such a situation, I felt I wanted to take her life, you 
know, I wanted to murder her, I, I was so angry eh… then I didn’t literally want 
to take her life, but yes, those deep feelings were inside of me, this aggre- ag-
gre- aggression [sighs]. 

 
What seems to have provoked Bojan in this situation was not fighting, but 
rather that his girlfriend threatened to leave. When his girlfriend wanted to go, 
his rage built up to the point where he wanted to kill her. Separation and not 
getting a response from her were threatening. This indicates that vulnerable 
emotions and experiences – such as dependency, fear of abandonment and a 
loss of connection and response – seem to be what triggers his rage. Perhaps 
it was difficult for Bojan to acknowledge such emotions in the face of his 
partner, as dependency on a woman might threaten a man’s sense of mascu-
line independence and separateness (Benjamin, 1988; Chodorow, 2011b). 
This is a far cry from Messerschmidt’s (2012) strategic subject, rationally in-
vesting in violence as a resource for accomplishing masculinity. Rather, it 
resembles the desperate violent outbursts of young men ‘with very limited 
experiences of positively trusting relationships’ (Gadd et al., 2015, p. 173). 
Aggression seems to be the defensive embodied masculine reaction to the de-
nied and forbidden feelings underneath: 

Hanna: But how did it feel? In, do you want to describe that feeling, when you 
say that you feel you wanted to kill her and… 
Bojan: Yes, well… you feel, well it doesn’t go black, but you feel so angry 
you just act out, you just want to do anything, in this situation I grabbed her 
and didn’t let go. No matter how hard she pulled I didn’t let go, but just held 
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her firmly, and of course she wanted to get away so she used all her force and 
so she felt pain. But, most important to point out here is that… I felt in a way, 
I actually felt sad, and powerless in this situation. But everything resulted in 
me using violence, you know, I got so upset, angry instead.  

 
Bojan, at least in retrospect, understands his feelings as being sad and power-
less in this situation, and acting out through violence. Displaying sadness and 
powerlessness was not permitted by his father; these were not acceptable emo-
tional responses for a man (cf. Chodorow, 2011b; Seidler, 2006). In relation 
to his girlfriend, Bojan seemed to identify with his father. He was prone to 
anger and aggression, showed dominance instead of vulnerability. In retro-
spect, Bojan sees parallels between how he reacted to his father, and how his 
girlfriend reacted to him:  

Bojan: I’ve wished I could have had a dad, and a male role model to talk to 
and discuss things with, and that I could be honest. I’ve never been able to be 
honest with my dad because of his values and his controlling ways, you have 
to think in a certain way, so I have never been able to be open and honest with 
him, but I have said what he wanted to hear. And I believe my relationship has 
also been very much like that, she says things I want to hear. 

 
Bojan argues he never dared to be honest with his father, and instead said 
what he thought his father wanted to hear. He suspects his girlfriend has acted 
in the same way towards him. This is a way of relating that does not recognize 
the other as a subject with her own centre of intention, emotions and percep-
tion, but rather regards the other as an extension of the self (Benjamin, 2018): 
someone who should read one’s thoughts and fulfil one’s wishes. The early 
relational pattern with the father was thus partly reproduced in relation to his 
girlfriend. Like his father, Bojan expected her to understand him completely 
without him communicating, by reading his thoughts. He thus enacted an om-
nipotent subject, relating to her as an object there to fulfil his needs. In the 
relationship, there was only room for oneness (complete merger and control 
over the other) or twoness (dualism between strong and weak, doer and done 
to, masculine and feminine) (Benjamin, 2018). 

Bojan: I guess I’ve always been violent in that way that I, I’ve expected eve-
ryone to understand what I think or feel. So I have always ignored you if you 
don’t like, if you guessed wrong for example, then it could irritate me ‘cause 
that’s how my dad was. Like this, kind of, ‘you don’t get what, what… I want 
you to be a mind-reader, that’s exactly what I wanted you to be. I want you to 
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understand that I think your way of behaving right now is really annoying’, just 
an example like that. So I could just ignore you and, like, just looking at you 
like this. Just trying to make you feel uncomfortable in some way, psycholog-
ically, psychologically pressurizing, or how should I put it, abuse. 

 
As described, oneness and twoness are separate ways of relating to the other, 
but it is not always easy based on a single quote to assess what kind of inter-
action is involved. But given what Bojan says above about expecting the other 
to be a mind-reader, to fully and spontaneously know him and his needs, this 
comes across as a state of oneness. This way of relating to others was also 
typical of his father’s behaviour. Furthermore, Bojan describes the relation-
ship with his girlfriend as marked by mutual suspicion, jealousy and control-
ling behaviour, a kind of control that his father exercised as well. He explains 
his reactions and feelings in one jealous episode as follows: 

Hanna: What did you feel and think when you were in the middle of it? 
Bojan: What I felt and thought? That she was really stupid. What I didn’t re-
flect on was why I felt and thought like I did, and that was because I was sad. 
I got sad, I didn’t get the attention, she gave her attention to other… men. 

 
Both Bojan and his girlfriend had access to each other’s Facebook account 
and checked with whom the partner chatted. This form of controlling behav-
iour online is a common expression of psychological violence in youth rela-
tionships (Aghtaie et al., 2018; Hellevik & Øverlien, 2016; Korkmaz, 2021). 
In retrospect, and after a time in treatment in which the concept of psycholog-
ical violence is often central, Bojan views this as violent behaviour on the part 
of both partners. Instead of showing his vulnerability when something made 
him sad, Bojan says he reacted with anger and violence, generally in the form 
of verbal aggression, but also through material violence, such as hitting a ta-
ble, which frightened his girlfriend.  

Hanna: So, what do you feel when you see her crying? 
Bojan: It’s really hard. I didn’t want to think about it, that’s why I always de-
fend myself by saying ‘what the fuck, talk about it instead of crying’, it’s be-
cause I want to distance myself from knowing that ‘alright, she’s having a hard 
time right now’. 

 
When Bojan’s girlfriend started crying, he became aggressive instead of em-
pathic. This reaction is similar to his father’s reaction when confronted with 
what he considered a weakness (and reminiscent of how Hampus adopted his 
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mother’s attitude to sadness in Chapter 5). Moreover, Bojan wanted her to 
talk instead of crying, the tears probably left him isolated and powerless; he 
could only connect through words or physical force. In both of these relation-
ships, there seems to have been no room for mutual accommodation to and 
recognition of the needs of the other. 

Desisting from violence: towards relating in thirdness. 

Hanna: So, what would you say was the worst you could say to her? 
Bojan: Eh, I have said… it feels so, it hurts saying it [laughs]  
H: I understand 
B:  I have said ‘fucking whore’, I’ve said that, but… I have, yes. Now here’s 
that ‘but’, you always try to make it look a little better, but it, you shouldn’t do 
that. 
H: How does it feel when you say it? 
B: It feels bad, it feels bad because… 
H: What feels bad? 
B:  That’s not who I want to be! Well, it has led to, the reason why I use the 
words that I use is because I don’t know how to explain my feelings, or I didn’t 
know that before… and… today it might sound like an excuse but… I think it 
is self-awareness… but it’s hard to have been that person, and know that fuck, 
today I sit here and take responsibility for it, it is… in a way it feels good but 
it’s also hard, because you know what you’ve done, and that those words, it’s 
an offence and how do you feel when you’re offended? You don’t feel so well. 
H: So what do you think she felt? At that moment. 
B: Exactly, I feel that right now.  
H: That’s what you’re thinking about? 
B: Yeah, exactly, because it’s not the word that matters to me, but it’s the feel-
ing created in her, that’s what matters to me. Because I get, my intention with 
the word I chose was to offend her and make her feel bad, so that I could feel 
good. And now today when I’m taking responsibility for it and sitting here and 
just feeling ‘Shit, have I said that? Oh fuck, she must have felt really bad.’ 
 

Bojan emphasizes that his view of himself, others and his relationships 
changed drastically after being in treatment for a long time. He says he now 
has a new awareness and acceptance of his own and others’ feelings. In retro-
spect, he regards his violence as a reaction to feelings of being insulted and 
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abused, and he says that he used anger as a defence against feeling sad, fright-
ened and helpless, echoing the defended subject as an explanation for violence 
(e.g., Gadd, 2000).  
     For Bojan, breaking with these early established patterns implies being 
open to a possible revaluation of his mother, and of femininity and vulnera-
bility. He now more easily accepts weakness in himself and in others, and he 
strives towards a relationship with his mother that is neither an idealization 
(as was his view of his father) nor a repudiation (as was his previous view of 
his mother). In Benjamin’s terminology, he is gradually acquiring the capacity 
of thirdness and mutual recognition, and this clearly involves moving away 
from the dualisms of strong/weak, doer/done to, which are all clearly defined 
in relation to gender. But importantly, this is not a final stage that is reached 
once and for all, but a constant process of intersubjective relating, which en-
tails struggle, ambivalence and momentary lapses into oneness and twoness.  

Bojan’s speech is very self-aware, and he talks a lot about taking responsi-
bility for his violence. He does not want to give an account that excuses or 
minimizes the abuse (cf. Hearn, 1998b). At the same time, he says he has 
come a long way in changing his ways and in being aware of his feelings, and 
that his mother and girlfriend have not come as far. Bojan is thus able to pre-
sent himself as reformed, and enact a more modern and well-adjusted mascu-
linity, while simultaneously still displaying superiority over his mother and 
girlfriend. Through what he calls his new self-awareness, he has adopted a 
therapeutic discourse, thereby presenting himself as responsible. This thera-
peutic discourse can thus be seen to work quite contrary to its pronounced 
aim. This can be interpreted as a case in which the language of psychology 
becomes another dominant discourse, through which the young man exercises 
power over others, and through which he positions himself as the more mature 
and insightful subject. One of the central dangers of psychoanalytic thought 
is, as Ian Parker puts it, that ‘what had claimed to be a mode of interpreting 
the world comes instead to be a way of constructing it, of imposing its cate-
gories and understandings on it’ (2015, p. 28). 

Although this can be regarded as momentary lapses into a state of domi-
nance and twoness, Bojan mostly seems to have a rather nuanced view of both 
his mother, his girlfriend and other people, even his father. He can see them 
as struggling themselves, with difficult experiences and emotions, and he can 
shift to taking their perspective. He also articulates a desire to have an emo-
tionally closer relationship with his mother than he believes she is able to 
have, because she has not dealt sufficiently with the traumatic experiences 
from their past. Both Bojan and Irina say, in their respective interviews, that 
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Bojan has come the farthest in their family with dealing with the past and 
understanding one’s emotional reactions. This involves being open to a kind 
of vulnerability and softness that Irina still seems to struggle with in trying to 
accept in herself. She says she has had to shut off and focus on being mentally 
and physically strong so that she could cope with her successful career and 
caring for her children alone.  

Research on how and why men change from being violent has often fo-
cused on common criminal trajectories as well as on how men, at different 
points during the life course, might desist from crime, for example, due to 
marriage or work (Laub & Sampson, 2003). Research on desistance from IPV, 
on the other hand, investigates more complex and less linear processes of 
change, as intimate relationships might be associated with violence rather than 
with its termination (e.g., Gadd & Farrall, 2004). Generally, desistance re-
search has highlighted either structural or subjective factors underlying men’s 
change, focusing on rather normative life courses or the internal motivations 
for men’s desire to change (Berggren et al., 2020). The bulk of this research 
thus emphasizes either the macro context or individual explanations. In con-
trast, Katreena Scott and David Wolfe (2000) identified four main themes in 
violent men’s narratives of change, out of which at least the last three are 
directly connected to the relationship context and are more intersubjective in 
nature: ‘a) increased responsibility for their past abusive behavior, b) devel-
opment of empathy for their partners’ victimization experiences, c) reduced 
dependency on their partner and d) increased communication skills’ (K. L. 
Scott & Wolfe, 2000, p. 838). The analysis of Bojan’s case also suggests that 
these variables are important, and they are all stressed to varying degrees 
throughout his narrative of change. A recurring and related pattern concerns 
how Bojan, through treatment and putting his feelings and the feelings of his 
woman partner into words, comes to increase his capacity for mentalization, 
which has been emphasized in clinical psychoanalytic research on men who 
have been violent (e.g., P. Andersson, 2022; Fonagy, 1999). But what my 
analysis of Bojan furthermore captures is how these conditions for change can 
be understood from the overarching perspective of gendered identifications 
and intersubjectivity. Associated with developing empathy and mentalization 
is, I would argue, being able to identify with the other. Moreover, to truly 
communicate with and recognize the other, take responsibility for one’s ac-
tions and be less dependent, there needs to be a shift in emphasis from relating 
in oneness or twoness, towards relating in thirdness.    
     Moving away from a violent and dominant masculine position in relation 
to the mother and girlfriend seems to entail an acknowledgement of having 
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behaved like the father and reproduced his violence, in order to disidentify 
with him and brake the pattern (cf. Gadd & Farrall, 2004). It also entails 
opening up to possible identifications across genders. This is what Benjamin 
calls an ‘overinclusive’ view of gender identifications: ‘the difficulty lies in 
assimilating difference without repudiating likeness, that is, in straddling the 
space between the opposites’ (1995a, p. 125). It involves finding and recog-
nizing both similarities and differences, and acknowledging the pain and 
suffering of the other, as a subject with whom Bojan can identify and relate.  

Discussion 
Through an analysis of the case, Benjamin’s concepts highlight the social and 
psychological processes of gender identification, lack of recognition and split-
ting into doer and done to, the argument being that violence can be regarded 
as a breakdown in thirdness or mutual recognition. It is easy to relate the ste-
reotypical patriarchal situation in the family that Bojan and Irina describe to 
the kind of controlling and dominant father figure portrayed by Stein (2010), 
Chodorow (2011b) and Benjamin (1988). In Bojan’s family, the son identifies 
with the father and adopts his masculine values, including a strong repudiation 
of weakness and femininity. There is a strict gender polarity that emphasizes 
both absolute difference and male dominance. The relationship patterns are 
an extreme-case version of the destructiveness that Benjamin finds in ideas of 
gender complementarity and the patriarchal master-slave relations. The rela-
tionship to Bojan’s father, as both Bojan and Irina describe it, could be said 
to be characterized by a state of twoness and oneness (Benjamin, 2018). The 
father was the only proper subject, while the other family members became 
mere objects; he was the master to whom everyone needed to acquiesce. 

Following Benjamin, one could argue that, in this kind of relationship, 
there is a situation in which ‘only one can live’, and there will eventually be 
a kind of ‘struggle to the death’ unless there is complete submission. Bojan’s 
idealized view of his father broke down during a violent episode, in which the 
father threatened to kill Bojan unless he stopped crying. At first, the anxiety 
and terror of the situation made Bojan wish to die and he contemplated sui-
cide. Eventually, Bojan got in contact with his mother again and moved from 
the father to the mother. During this process, he revaluated both of his parents 
and gradually lost his idealized identification with his father. Both Irina, and 
later Bojan, thus decided to leave the father and end all contact with him. 
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Through this, the father’s ability to exercise power as master was partly ham-
pered. In a way, what Bojan learns, unlearns and relearns during his child-
hood, teenage years and in his early twenties could be described as going from 
an identification with a very strict, patriarchal and violent father figure, for 
whom only one subject is active, in control and demanding of submission, to 
overinclusive (Benjamin, 1995a) and more flexible gendered identifications. 
In other words, this involves moving from a state of twoness in which you can 
either be master or slave, to striving towards a state of thirdness, in which 
recognition is both given and gained (Benjamin, 2018).  

But the problem with leaving the analysis at this point is that there might 
be a too convenient congruence between the psychoanalytic discourse of Ben-
jamin, and the therapeutic discourse that Bojan has obviously been deeply 
influenced by during his years in treatment. His new self-awareness fits very 
well with the language of relational psychoanalysis. From a poststructuralist 
perspective on subjectivity, the narratives of the interviews can also be re-
garded in this light, as conveying certain discourses.    

The task of psychoanalysis is indeed to widen the ‘field of perception’ of the 
‘I’, but at the same time to locate that ‘I’ in culture. Psychoanalysis as a clinical 
practice is therefore simultaneously a cultural practice, a cultural achievement. 
(Parker, 2015, p. 75) 

 
The achievement of Bojan, while in treatment (although not in psychoanaly-
sis) for his violent behaviour, is thus this double accomplishment: to stop vi-
olence and widen his perceptions and capacities for tolerating and understand-
ing different emotional states as well as to adjust to a society, a culture, in 
which male dominance through violence is not accepted. 

The ideals of feminist intersubjectivity are clearly in line with ideals in 
society and ideological goals in political policy. In the Swedish government’s 
strategy to end men’s violence against women, there is a pronounced associ-
ation between norms surrounding masculinity and the use of violence. Ideas 
that portray acts of violence as legitimate expressions of masculinity, both 
among men and against women, are to be questioned, and more gender equal 
and care oriented expressions of masculinity are to be favoured (Government 
Offices of Sweden, 2016). Bojan’s motivations to present himself in line with 
this discourse, especially in front of a female researcher of men’s violence 
against women, might be overdetermined. There is no need to question his 
transformation as genuine to also point out the strong advantages to be gained 
from adopting this narrative of reform. Bojan witnessed the steep decline of 
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his father, who was not equipped to change. In light of the structural disad-
vantages and racist stereotypes of young men with immigrant backgrounds, 
the wish to align with a softer and more emotionally aware masculinity is 
understandable. Still, I agree with Greig (2011), who states that we need to 
see to the bigger picture of violence and oppression, and not place all the hope 
for change on masculinity, but instead analyse the multiple roots of unequal 
power relations. 

Irina says she has adopted and identified with the Swedish gender equal 
discourse, which advocates everyone’s freedom and rights, regardless of gen-
der and sexual orientation. She can thus be viewed as a successful example of 
an independent and well-integrated immigrant woman, while her ex-husband 
is seen as the example of the opposite, with his backwards ideals of patriarchal 
power. It is difficult to say whether and to what extent the stereotypical dis-
course of the violent man as the ‘monstrous other’ (Jonsson & Gottzén, 2012), 
embodied by the male immigrant, to some degree worked as a self-fulfilling 
prophecy in the case of Bojan’s family. It nevertheless seems clear that the 
process of migration drastically changed how the parents were structurally 
positioned in relation to the welfare state, class, cultural identity, working life 
and education. While the father struggled to maintain the role of family bread 
winner, while losing in status and class position, Irina’s position and status 
improved through assimilation into Swedish society – learning the language, 
earning a degree and eventually securing a middle-class occupation. Though 
her independence increased, she also had to sacrifice something. Irina said she 
had only room for her career and her children in her new life, but no interest 
in nor room for a new partner. Both she and Bojan also mentioned how she 
had not really processed and dealt with the trauma she and the children had 
been through, but rather blocked that side of herself. Thus, for her to cope, 
some of the more vulnerable, weak and perhaps typically ‘feminine’ parts of 
her had to be neglected.  

The appeal of Benjamin’s theories of intersubjectivity is that they open the 
door to some utopian thinking beyond patriarchal relations. She points to the 
possibilities of mutual recognition and interconnectedness as a way out of vi-
olent and destructive deadlocks, such as the oppression of women. At the 
same time, her view of subjectivity as embodied, relational and preverbally 
established runs the risk of establishing a universalizing and idealistic view 
of the subject. As seen in the analysis of this case, there are also other oppres-
sive structures at work, in addition to the oppression of women and feminin-
ity. In a segregated and economically unequal society, a great deal of strain is 
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placed on refugee couples, and this involves different challenges, opportuni-
ties and oppressions for men and women (Darvishpour, 2002). Status and eco-
nomic loss, as well as racist stereotypes, are not easily overcome, and the 
emotional and relational resources for containing failure and disappointment 
might be restricted – perhaps especially for men raised in countries where 
ideals of strong, protective and dominant masculinity are even more pro-
nounced than in Sweden. 

In this chapter, I have explored how young men’s violence against women 
partners may be related to gendered family dynamics. I have shown how a 
young man’s desistence from violence involved moving from a strong pater-
nal identification, towards relations based in thirdness: recognizing both sim-
ilarities and differences between oneself and others, across genders (Benja-
min, 1995a, 2018). I have also pointed to how other social and structural ine-
qualities influence both the reproduction of violence and the wish to break the 
cycle. It is tricky to conceptualize the link between individual psyches and the 
social world in which we live, to both use psychoanalytic concepts as tools to 
explore human subjectivity and still make ‘an attempt to problematize the 
place of psychological explanations in patterns of power and ideology’ (Par-
ker, 2015, p 6). 

With this case of Bojan, I hope to have presented a nuanced picture that 
takes into consideration embodied and emotional subjective experiences as 
well as their relational and social embeddedness. 
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7. The temporality and intersubjectivity of 
sexual violation in youth 

As discussed in the previous chapters, youth is a period in life in which ro-
mantic and sexual relationships typically gain in importance. Many have their 
first sexual experiences with a partner in puberty, and often form their first 
relationships during the teenage years. This is, thus, a time in life in which a 
sexual subjectivity is typically being formed, in a certain cultural, social and 
intersubjective environment. This chapter addresses the delicate issue of sex-
ual violation (Alcoff, 2018) during youth, especially the grey area of sexual 
coercion and pressurized sex (Kelly, 1988).  

What I noticed early on when conducting interviews for this project was 
that many of the interviewees had experiences of sexual violence in youth – 
of perpetrating pressurized sex, of finding it difficult to accept a partner’s ‘no’ 
and in different ways trying to persuade or coerce a woman partner into hav-
ing sex. Such situations are sometimes understood as grey areas24 between 
sex and rape (Gunnarsson, 2020) or grey rape (Alcoff, 2018, p. 9) and were 
frequently described by the men as ‘nagging sex’25. Generally, they had pres-
surized a partner into having sex in the first romantic relationship, which was 
often also their first sexual relationship. This entails similar difficulties as dis-
cussed in Chapter 5, of knowing what to expect from a girlfriend and sexual 
partner when one lacks previous experience of intimate relationships.  

Out of the nine men interviewed, five reported having pressured a girl or 
woman into sex or having been unsure about whether or not she consented. 
Another young man described initial difficulties with sex, sensitivity and mu-
tuality in his first relationship. The analysis of this chapter is centred on these 
accounts. When analysing the theme of sexual violence in the interviews, I 
found that the narratives contained considerable ambivalence. The embodied 
emotional experience of exerting pressure in sexual interaction seemed to 
fluctuate – in time as well as in relation to others. At times, they vacillate 

                                                      
24 ‘Gråzoner’ in Swedish 
25 ‘Tjatsex’ in Swedish 
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regarding the gravity of the violations, and they frequently imply that their 
understanding of their behaviour has shifted over time. This can be interpreted 
as an effort to present themselves as reformed and more mature at the time of 
the interview, compared to when they were young and violent (Gottzén, 
2019a, 2019b; Presser, 2005). This may be a partial explanation, but it does 
not account for why some of the men vacillate and seem ambivalent about 
their behaviour throughout the interview. 

In this chapter, I first present the framework of theory and previous re-
search that I take as a point of departure. Then I analyse the temporal and 
relational instability of the interviewees’ experiences, by using the intersub-
jective terms of sexual subjectivity and sexual violation (Alcoff, 2018) as well 
as Liz Kelly’s concept pressurized sex (1988) and the psychoanalytic notion 
of afterwardsness (Laplanche, 1999). Moreover, in line with the psychosocial 
tradition, I highlight how discourses of heterosex (Hollway, 1989) come to 
interact with psychological and intersubjective patterns in the experience and 
understanding of the grey areas of sex and violation. These discourses become 
especially salient when there are conflicting and ambiguous ideas about where 
to draw the lines between sex and violation (cf. Hollway & Jefferson, 1998).  

In the following, I elaborate further on how I use the theoretical concepts 
in this chapter, in relation to each other and to the subject of sexual violence. 

Violation of sexual intersubjectivity and afterwardsness  
Adam, Christopher, David, Gustav, Isak and to some extent Hannes all had 
experiences of pressurized sex or sexual situations of an ambivalent nature, 
bordering on or being clearly over the line of sexual violation and coercion. 
A few of the men described how the dimensions of what they had done in 
youth in relation to, for example, pressurized sex did not dawn on them for 
quite some time. It was not until a later event shed new light on their earlier 
experiences that these started to affect them profoundly. A new realization of 
their actions was accompanied by strong emotions of guilt and shame, and it 
seems like the memories suddenly acquired a new meaning and affective im-
pact.  

How can one make sense of these drastic shifts in how the men remem-
bered these sexual situations in youth? If puberty, according to early Freud 
(1895b), can transform previously incomprehensible or neutral events into 
frightening and intrusive assaults, can a later change in one’s view and expe-
rience of sexuality also play a similar and crucial role? I will now turn to the 
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psychoanalytic notion of afterwardsness, explaining how it can be put to use 
in an effort to understand changes in the men’s affects and recollections of the 
past. 

The afterwardsness of sexual violation 
When used by Freud (1895b), the concept of Nachträglichkeit or afterwards-
ness captured the perspective of the victim of sexual assault, when the effect 
occurred afterwards, post-puberty. I want to investigate whether this temporal 
notion is useful, not only to theorize victimhood, but also in the perpetration 
of sexual violence. This is definitely not to say that the victim and the perpe-
trator might be affected in similar ways by sexual violence, but to explore how 
changes in discourses of sexual violation can change experiences in the past, 
also from the perspective of perpetration. 
     I will examine if an afterwards effect and impact can occur for perpetrators 
as well as for victims, as there are fundamental changes in the life courses of 
humans (other than puberty) that have the potential to re-write history and 
change the affective qualities of prior events, in the manner suggested by 
Freud (1895b), and later more extensively elaborated by Jean Laplanche 
(1999). If puberty can transform previously incomprehensible events into 
frightening and intrusive assaults, can a later change in one’s view and expe-
rience of sexuality also play a similar and crucial role?  
     Sexuality is at its core both thoroughly individual, embodied and intersub-
jective, and socially and culturally negotiated – for example, regarding where 
the lines between acceptable and unacceptable sexual behaviour are to be 
drawn. Some researchers have highlighted how the changing discourses of 
sex and rape have influenced how survivors of sexual violence understand 
their experiences, in a way that might impact their affective memories of 
events (e.g., Alcoff, 2018; Gavey, 2019; Gunnarsson, 2018; Serisier, 2018). 
Changes on the social level, in discourses of abuse and grey areas of sexual 
violence, thus have the potential to change embodied individual memories of 
sexual contact in drastic ways. This means that feminist movements and pro-
tests like #metoo can have a fundamental influence on the life trajectories of 
female victims, changing not only their future, but also their past.  

In applying the concept of afterwardsness to the perpetration of pressurized 
sex, the concept is applied differently and more broadly than Freud originally 
intended, yet not used in such a general way as some later psychoanalysts 
have done (e.g., Faimberg, 2007). To understand the men’s changing and am-
bivalent experiences, it is not sufficient to elaborate using only a temporal 
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dimension, but I also want to address the experiences in intersubjective terms, 
the goal being to understand their relational qualities. For this reason, I now 
turn to concepts of sexual intersubjectivity. 

Sexual subjectivity and the continuum of sexual violence 
The most common expression the men used when describing what they had 
done was ‘nagging sex’, and I believe Liz Kelly’s (1988) notion of pressurized 
sex comes close to capturing this phenomenon. It is clear that the interviewed 
men did not want to label what they had done ‘rape’ or ‘abuse’, even when 
the woman partner had. Kelly starts from women’s descriptions of their expe-
riences: 

This category was introduced to take account of the fact that women do not 
simplistically define heterosexual sex as either consenting or rape. Between 
these two is a range of pressure and coercion. Pressurized sex covers experi-
ences in which women decided not to say no to sex but where they felt pres-
sured to consent. (Kelly, 1988, pp. 81–82) 

 
In her investigation, 88 percent of the women answered they had experienced 
pressure to have sex, and there were a lot of reasons for giving in to pressure: 
a sense of obligation to meet men’s sexual ‘needs’, out of guilt or because the 
consequences of refusing were worse, for example. These reasons mirror how 
the interviewed men framed their own behaviour, which concerned male en-
titlement to sex within a heterosexual relationship or being sulky and bad at 
taking a ‘no’. Therefore, it makes sense to investigate pressurized sex inter-
subjectively – as what happens between two subjects, a topic I will return to. 

Linda Martín Alcoff (2018) argues for the need to broaden the field and 
highlight the complexities of sexual violence, and she proposes using the term 
sexual violation to encompass more than what usually counts as forcible rape. 
By putting the emphasis on violation, it is easier to see that crossing a person’s 
boundaries does not necessarily include the use of force.  

To violate is to infringe upon someone, to transgress, and it can also mean to 
rupture or break. Violations can happen with stealth, with manipulation, with 
soft words and a gentle touch […] to anyone who is significantly vulnerable to 
the offices of others. (Alcoff, 2018, p. 12)  

 
A concept related to sexual violation, for Alcoff, is that of sexual subjectivity. 
According to her, what is violated is our sexual subjectivity, defined as ‘our 
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capacity for having sexual agency in our lives’ (2018, p. 111). This capacity 
is intrinsically vulnerable and shaped by our experiences and interactions with 
others throughout our life. It is, thus, also always undergoing a process of 
transformation. Alcoff suggests that sexual subjectivity is a notion better 
suited to the complex phenomenon of sexual violation, compared to the nar-
row focus on the issue of, for example, consent. Sexual subjectivity is also a 
form of intersubjectivity, as our sexual selves are also formed in relation to 
others. What we desire is affected by these relations and our social environ-
ment. Alcoff argues for a narrow conception of sexual violence, finding a 
broad view to be misleading (2018, p. 12). Kelly, quite contrarily, uses the 
notion of a continuum of sexual violence in the broad sense that Alcoff is crit-
ical of. They are furthermore rooted in very different feminist traditions: Kelly 
in the radical feminism of the 1980s, and Alcoff in poststructuralism and phe-
nomenology, writing after the #metoo movement in 2017. They might there-
fore seem difficult to combine, but I believe that they complement each other 
and are not so different as a first glance would suggest. I share Kelly’s stance 
on using violence in a broad sense, but this is rather for empirical reasons, to 
reflect the interviewees’ uses of the word, which are also unstable and shift-
ing. As pointed out earlier (Chapter 3), in this dissertation violence is not an 
analytical but rather a descriptive concept. For the purpose of analysing vio-
lent interactions, I find Alcoff’s notions of sexual violation and sexual sub-
jectivity useful, and her phenomenological view of embodiment and (inter-
)subjectivity compatible with Benjamin’s relational theory and possible to 
combine with Kelly’s idea of pressurized sex. After all, they all share with me 
the ambition of making ambiguous sexual experiences intelligible – of trying 
to make sense of sexual situations on the boundary between sex and rape.  

Sexual violation will be analysed as non-recognition of the other’s sexual 
subjectivity, and afterwardsness will be used to explore the peculiar tempo-
rality of sexual violation in youth. Oneness and twoness are (in contrast to 
thirdness) different patterns of relating in which mutual recognition fails, and 
I will investigate how these ways of relating work with and against particular 
discourses of heterosex. 

Complicating consent 
The notion of consent has come to play a prominent role in the political dis-
cussion of rape, for several reasons. In Sweden, recent years have seen a pub-
lic debate around consent due to the legal redefinition of rape in 2018; since 
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then, rape has been defined as sex without affirmative consent26 (Linander et 
al., 2021). The advocates of this legal shift argue that it places more respon-
sibility on the perpetrators to ensure the partner consents, but critics have also 
argued that affirmative consent laws do not necessarily capture all the diffi-
culties involved in the complex issues of rape and consent (Beres, 2007; Li-
nander et al., 2021; Muehlenhard et al., 2016). Fifteen years ago, the literature 
on sexual consent was indeed sparse (Beres, 2007), but since then, and in the 
wake of the #metoo movement, the academic as well as the political and pub-
lic discussions of consent have rocketed, and studies on consent within, for 
example, gender and sexuality studies, criminology and youth health are now 
numerous (e.g., Gunnarsson, 2020; Metz et al., 2021; Padilla-Walker et al., 
2020; Richards et al., 2022; Youstin, 2022). A narrow or common-sense use 
of consent is problematic for a number of reasons. Scholars have scrutinized 
the concept of consent, showing it to be much more complex, with situation-
ally variable definitions, than an everyday assumption or a simplified legal 
definition would imply (Muehlenhard et al., 2016). There is a risk that the 
legal conception of the term, though vital, is uncritically adopted in our eve-
ryday understanding of sex. In a legal framework, the lines between legal and 
illegal acts need to be sharply drawn, and there is not as much room for the 
grey areas we find in everyday life. The idea of human subjects as clearly 
separable, with an ability to know and communicate an independent will, is 
also part of this. Consent in this form is very much like a contract between 
two independent, sovereign and equal subjects, in which the content of the 
contract – what one wishes and consents to – is typically known in advance. 
Sexual subjectivity is rarely like this (Alcoff, 2018; Beres, 2007; Gunnarsson, 
2020; Linander et al., 2021; Muehlenhard et al., 2016). Another aspect of the 
term consent, which Alcoff highlights, is that it rests on the idea that one party 
in the sexual encounter is the pursuer (typically the male) and the other the 
one who does or does not give consent (typically the female). According to 
some definitions of consent, it can be given without any real will or desire, 
instead being the consequence of a number of unequal power relations, and 
sometimes resulting from the fear of violence and rape (Gunnarsson, 2020; 
                                                      
26 Consent has been conceptualized in a number of ways, for example, as an internal willing-
ness, explicitly agreeing, or as behaviour interpreted by the other as consent (inferred consent) 
(Muehlenhard et al., 2016, pp. 462-463). But when it comes to affirmative consent in legislation 
and policy standards, the general agreement is that ‘silence or lack of resistance cannot be 
interpreted as consent; instead, nonconsent must be assumed until consent is actively commu-
nicated’ (Muehlenhard et al., 2016, p. 464). In the Swedish legislation, consent is defined as 
voluntary participation [frivilligt deltagande], which of course leaves room for interpretation 
(Gunnarsson, 2020). 
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Linander et al., 2021; Muehlenhard et al., 2016). Consent also implies a prom-
ise sustained over time, temporally directed towards the future (unless one is 
to consent over and over again during a sexual act), although sexual desire 
and will can be fluctuating or ambivalent (Alcoff, 2018).  

For all of these reasons, if we are to explore the grey areas of sexual viola-
tion, it is fruitful to focus on the intersubjective dimensions of sex, as some-
thing that occurs in and especially between subjects, transcending individual 
will and agency. Although many researchers have successfully complicated 
and problematized sexual consent and what circumstances might influence 
the ability to express and interpret consent in a ‘free’ and autonomous way, 
most have focused on the influence of unequal power dynamics (e.g., Li-
nander et al., 2021). My intersubjective psychosocial focus, in addition to dis-
courses, also takes into the equation emotional processes on both conscious 
and unconscious levels. Such a perspective is vital to fully understanding such 
a relational experience and phenomenon as sex and sexual violence. The re-
lational focus does not reduce individual responsibility, rather the opposite. It 
places greater emphasis on embodied communication and attunement and 
stresses that, to ensure mutuality between partners, it is important for subjects 
to be observant both inwards and outwards.  

The notion of consent will surface in relation to how these issues have been 
discussed in previous research and the public debate, but it will not be used 
as an analytical tool in my analysis. I will now turn to the narratives of the 
men interviewed and analyse their talk about the changing experiences of 
pressurized sex. 

From male entitlement to nagging sex  
Both Christopher and Isak volunteered to participate in this study exclusively 
due to experiences of pressurized sex, and both had been confronted by their 
ex-partners, who were also their first girlfriends, quite some time after they 
broke up. Their narratives show striking similarities regarding how this con-
frontation thoroughly changed the nature of their previous sexual experiences. 
But their stories also have some differences.  

For Isak, the pressure he put on his girlfriend to have sex started after they 
had already been together for several years. He regarded their sex life in the 
early years of their relationship as good, and he believes it was mutually ful-
filling. They communicated verbally about what they did and did not want, 
and he says they were empathic and open towards each other. But when his 
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partner’s desire to have sex with him started to decline after a few years, Isak 
felt rejected and saw it as a sign that something was wrong in the relationship. 
He says they did not talk about it, but that his girlfriend tended more and more 
to come up with different reasons for why she did not want to have sex. This 
change confused him because they still liked each other a lot, and for Isak that 
was associated with wanting to have sex. He says he often tried to ‘start it up’ 
when they were in bed by coming closer, touching his girlfriend’s body and 
sometimes taking her hand and placing it on his penis. When he did not get a 
response – she could pretend to sleep or remove her hand – he sometimes got 
out of bed and masturbated. But a few times, as he recalls, his partner gave in 
and had sex with him despite her not wanting to, and without much response 
on her part: 

Interviewer (Hanna): Mm. Do you remember how, how it was, how you felt 
in those situations when she, eh, kind of gave in? 
Isak: The sad thing is that I… thought that… like ‘yes, finally’. 
Hanna: Mm 
Isak: But I… it is super weird cause I… I… really should have… interpreted 
those signals as a ‘no’. And… in a way… I don’t know how I should describe 
it but [pause] I noticed something was off… and that she didn’t seem… into it, 
or you know… but I thought anyway like ‘yeah, but she agrees otherwise we 
wouldn’t, otherwise we wouldn’t… have sex.’ 
Hanna: Mm 
Isak: Now… 
Hanna: Right 
Isak: And that is such a super weird… I see it now, you know, that it’s 
Hanna: Yes 
Isak: A super weird way of reasoning… but it’s like the closest I can come to 
describing that situation. 

 
Isak also says he thinks he regarded himself, unconsciously, as someone who 
had access to sex, because he and his girlfriend previously had sex quite fre-
quently. He says he somehow thought he had the right to sex, as he regarded 
it as part of being in a relationship.  

For Christopher, ‘nagging’ seems to have been present in his first relation-
ship more or less from the start. He was 15 when they became a couple, and 
his girlfriend was 14. They eventually started having sex, mostly on his initi-
ative, and in retrospect he understands what happened as nagging or pressur-
ized sex. During their relationship it seems to have bothered him a little that 
he had to nag on his girlfriend to have sex, but he says he felt mostly content 
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with getting sex, feeling like ‘a real man’. It became apparent that his view of 
what had happened had changed radically over time, and was still shifting and 
unstable: 

Christopher: Both of us wanted to have sex, but I think that eh… through my 
nagging then, it advanced a bit too fast. Eh because… it was the first time hav-
ing sex for both of us… eh and… she took the initiative to some sexual explo-
ration, if you can say that? 
Interviewer (Kalle): Yes! 
C: Eh and then… I took it like, ’yeah but why don’t we have sex for real?’, as 
I saw it then, enclosing sex.27 Then it was… it was after some, yeah it was after 
pressure, nagging. 

  
Christopher describes how he and his girlfriend were involved in mutual sex-
ual exploration, and when it came to sexual fantasies, he experienced their 
involvement to be equal. But he regarded vaginal intercourse as ’real’ sex. 
Nicola Gavey calls this norm of what counts as heterosex the coital imperative 
(Jackson, 1984, as cited in Gavey, 2019).  

Both Isak and Christopher regarded sex as something they were entitled to 
in a heterosexual relationship. For Isak, this led to pressurizing his girlfriend 
when her interest in sex declined, and for Christopher, it meant exerting pres-
sure in order to start having what he called enclosing sex with his girlfriend. 
Wendy Hollway’s (1989) early work on the discourses of heterosex has been 
very influential and is still relevant for exploring the pervasive norms that 
govern heterosexual practice. As Hollway and Jefferson (1998) show, these 
discourses have strong bearing on how we judge the gendered subjects in-
volved in (non-)consensual sex, and the normative ideas that might make sub-
jects act in and experience sexual situations radically differently. The male 
sexual drive discourse holds that men have a particularly strong drive to have 
sex and will pursue this ’natural’ need to great lengths. Within this discourse, 
men are the subjects and women the objects of sex. Within the have and hold 
discourse, sex is construed within the confines of the heterosexual monoga-
mous relationship. Both men and women gain from sex within this discourse, 
but are differently positioned in relation to it. 

Men in heterosexual relationships might, like Isak and Christopher, be 
prone to invest in these two discourses, because they naturalize their entitle-
ment to sex and right to be pushy and not stop at the partner’s ‘no’. As Isak 
mentions, he was not at the time conscious of his implicit beliefs, but they 
                                                      
27 ‘Omslutande sex’ in Swedish.  
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rather operated unconsciously, by aligning his emotional needs with discur-
sive rationalizations. In the above quote from Christopher, there are at least 
two competing discourses on sex, positioned chronologically differently. His 
‘why don’t we have sex for real’ aligns with the coital imperative and the 
have/hold discourse in which intercourse is needed to ‘consummate’ a roman-
tic relationship. Within this framework, other kinds of ‘sexual exploration’ 
are only foreplay to the ’real’ sex. Through use of the expression ‘as I saw it 
then’, this kind of discourse is placed in the past, temporally prior to another 
frame of reference that is hinted at through the words ‘enclosing sex’. This 
expression comes from a feminist discourse, in which the phrase is often pre-
ferred because common ones like ‘penetrative sex’ are regarded as phallocen-
tric, implying male activity and female passivity. Christopher does not explic-
itly state that his expression ‘enclosing sex’ is from a later feminist discourse, 
but throughout the story, he aligns himself with a feminist stance in the pre-
sent, as a contrast to the talk of accomplishing masculinity through sex, which 
is said to have motivated his younger self. If he struggled to be ‘a real man’ 
in his early teens, he now struggles to be ‘a gender equal man’ in his youth 
(Gottzén & Jonsson, 2012). 

Kalle: But when, how did you start thinking about this as nagging sex? Or start 
thinking about it in another way? 
Christopher: Yeah, it was after we’d broken up. 
K: Shortly after, or after a long time? 
C: When did one start discussing nagging sex publicly? Wasn’t it, maybe it 
was a year after, around 2015, 2014. When it was brought up in public debate, 
then I realized what I’d done. During the actual relationship I thought about 
it… a few times, but not often at all, but I thought more that I should be… a 
real man who sleeps with his girlfriend. And then afterwards I came to under-
stand that this was a matter of nagging sex. 

 
In their youth, both Christopher and Isak seem to draw on a discourse of a 
(male) entitlement to coital sex within a have/hold heterosexual framework. 
Psychologically investing in these discourses probably made it easier to dis-
regard their girlfriends’ sexual subjectivities – to keep pushing despite her 
‘no’. But the talk of ‘a real man’ and sexual entitlement also overshadows 
another dimension: their wish to be close and their vulnerability to rejection, 
something I will return to later in this chapter. Adopting a discourse of the 
male sexual drive works to conceal the anxieties and insecurities at the heart 
of young men’s fear of, and inability to contain, rejection. The talk of a real 
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man’s entitlement to sex can hence be a defensive act of repudiating weakness 
and fear of abandonment (cf. Gadd & Jefferson, 2007). 

When they learn about how their former girlfriends actually experienced 
the situations of pressurized sex, it is as though emotions buried under layers 
of denial suddenly resurface. They both described how they had a rather vague 
feeling at the time that something was ‘off’ or a little troubling, but that a 
feeling of success or accomplishment was predominant – overshadowing their 
embodied presentiment of transgression. The strong guilt and remorse they 
express at the time of the interview signal an experience of afterwardsness 
(Laplanche, 1999) – how the affective impact comes after a delay and a sec-
ond event that drastically transforms the meaning of the first. Laplanche’s 
notion involves the idea of a message from the other, and the subject’s efforts 
to translate its enigmatic meaning. In the original usage, afterwardsness refers 
to the adult’s unconscious and sexual communication to the infant. But trans-
posed to this sexual situation in youth, afterwardsness captures something of 
the other’s embodied communication, her expression of sexual subjectivity, 
which is not fully acknowledged during the episodes in youth, but later re-
translated and discovered. 

 For Christopher and probably Isak as well, the events that transform their 
sexual experiences are both intersubjective and discursive in nature. Christo-
pher first encounters the discussion on nagging sex, and later his ex-girlfriend 
confronts him, saying she experienced those situations as rape. Isak’s speech 
also contains references to a contrast between his current and his previous 
awareness. He says he started listening to others’ stories more and took part 
in feminist discussions on social media. What initiated his ex-girlfriend’s rev-
elation of how she had experienced his violation was that he wrote to her and 
apologized for not being a good partner in other respects, such as not taking 
full responsibility.  

Not only are they now, in contrast to before, more aware of the partner’s 
sexual subjectivity, they are intersubjectively in contact with how their insen-
sitivity in the past hurt her. Their previous disregard for intersubjective attun-
ement – to carefully listen to the embodied communication in the sexual act 
– is now backfiring. The patriarchal discourses of heterosex work to conceal 
women’s sexual subjectivity, making nagging part of ‘sex’, and making the 
pursuer a successful heterosexual man. The later change in discourse on sex 
and sexual violation, together with a confrontation by the (woman) other, rad-
ically changes the impact of their previous sexual interactions and transforms 
the men into afterwards perpetrators. 
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Christopher and Isak consistently use the phrase ‘nagging sex’ as a way to 
make sense of what they did. The phrase has, in quite a short period, become 
established in Swedish and requires no further explanation. The contemporary 
discussion around grey areas, pressurized sex and consent necessarily troubles 
the dualistic separation between sex and rape (Alcoff, 2018; Gunnarsson, 
2018; 2020; Linander et al., 2021). Lena Gunnarsson discusses how nagging 
sex is not criminalized within the new consent legislation, as the law cannot 
consider someone’s inner motivations for agreeing to have sex – the will ex-
pressed outwards must be what counts (2020, p. 23). The concept of nagging 
sex has been important in broadening the discussion on sex and coercion, and 
in making it possible to name experiences that were previously often unintel-
ligible or explained as just ‘bad sex’ (Gavey, 2019). But definitions are still 
contested, and experiences are labelled differently, which can be noted in how 
both Isak’s and Christopher’s ex-girlfriends do not seem to use ‘nagging sex’, 
but rather describe it as abuse or rape. There is a risk that nagging sex is used 
(by men) to gloss over violations of a more serious nature. The word ‘nag’ 
also implies that words are used, and that a ‘no’ eventually, after nagging, 
turns to a ‘yes’. But neither of the interviewed men describe verbal nagging, 
but rather physical advances such as touching and groping their partners. 
Based on how the situations are portrayed, the partners also seem to com-
municate non-verbally, by not giving a response or removing their partners’ 
hand, which is not surprising given how sexual interactions are predominantly 
embodied (e.g., Beres, 2014; Kitzinger & Frith, 1999). Based on what I can 
infer from what the men describe, there was no clear communication of a ‘yes’ 
from the partners’ side, neither verbally nor physically, but their partners ra-
ther stopped explicitly refusing their boyfriends’ advances and gave in to 
them. And people who give in or eventually agree to sex might feel they have 
no real choice but to do so (Gunnarsson, 2020). 

I will not go into a discussion of how these actions can be understood from 
a legal perspective, but there seems to be no expressed will to have sex on the 
girlfriends’ side. And then the question is: Does nagging sex explain, or 
equally obscure, what went on in these interactions? Maybe the term can work 
as a first step towards accepting responsibility, and some sort of culpability, 
in relation to the other – for not respecting and recognizing her boundaries. 
One must tread the path carefully here, the path between normalization and 
demonization of sexual violations committed by men who were at the time 
unaware of their transgressions. The strong guilt both Isak and Cristopher ex-
press indicates that their affective afterwards apprehension of what they did 
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is something rather serious, but the phrase nagging sex does not fully capture 
the emotional weight of their transformed memories.  

Both Isak and Christopher say that, when young, they believed they had a 
right to sex in a relationship, and such male entitlement to sex has been argued 
to increase the likelihood of sexual abuse towards girls and women (Hirsch & 
Kahn, 2020; Messerschmidt, 2012; Schwarz & DeKeseredy, 1997). But apart 
from the influence by ‘popular culture’ that Christopher rather vaguely refers 
to, and the influence from pornography that Hannes mentions, the men in this 
study do not say that having a right to sex was something they discussed 
among friends. In line with the findings of Berggren and Gottzén (2022), none 
of the men give examples of unambiguous support of violence and sexual 
coercion among their friends. It may be that expressions of that kind of out-
right sexism are less acceptable today, but that is not necessarily evidence of 
greater equality.  

From curious exploration to sexual perpetration 
David describes an ambiguous sexual situation that he experienced in his 
teens, and that has stayed with him and acquired new meaning and emotional 
weight with time. It involved one girl and several boys, including him, touch-
ing her body in a swimming pool. He says he was driven by sexual curiosity 
and exploration at the time, and a wish to contact this young girl. It started 
playfully and she seemed to take part voluntarily, as he remembers things, but 
the situation escalated and became tumultuous. At one point a boy said he got 
his thumb inside of her, and David reacted emotionally (and negatively) to 
this. He says he did not know whether she wanted this or not, and that he was 
not really able to ‘read’ or understand the situation: 

David: There were too many people. Eh, and then she couldn’t, as I understand 
it, she didn’t know where that came from, when the thumb disappeared right 
there. 
Interviewer (Hanna): Mhm 
D: And then she couldn’t say: ‘You there, don’t do that!’, you know, there were 
several [boys]. 
H: Yeah, right. 
D: It’s like that… 
H: Because there were so many, and that it was tumultuous? 
D: And she couldn’t know, know then, where did that come from. 
H: No 
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D: But she could, somewhe-, you know this, I never reflected on this, but I see 
it in retro-, or you know when I can see myself retrospectively, like that. And 
afterwards I have, then at that time I didn’t even know that this could be la-
belled as rape. 
H: Mhm 
D: Because that has been more and more common when discussing, like ‘where 
to draw the line?’ 
H: Yeah, right. 
D: And then a finger, can be categorized as rape, eh so… [pause]. Then I have 
more and m… you know this has sunk in more and more, so I, and I can be so 
bloody hard on myself. 
H: Mhm 
D: And that, I think, can also be part of why, that I never stop blaming myself. 
It stays with me.  

 
David kept his experiences to himself for a long time, but when he told a 
psychotherapist about it and she reacted quite strongly and said it was wrong, 
it affected him a lot. David also mentions in the quote above the public debate 
around ‘where to draw the line’ that made him realize that penetration using 
a finger can be considered rape. Thus, the changing discourse on sexual vio-
lence and the therapist’s reaction were later ’events’ in David’s life that 
changed the affective quality of this memory and thus the very nature of this 
experience for him. It transformed from a situation of ambivalent but curious 
sexual exploration to a reason for perpetual blaming of himself for taking part 
in the sexual violation of this girl, although he was not the one who penetrated 
her with a finger. He also recalled from his early teens that he had sometimes 
groped young girls without their consent. This can be understood as a situation 
of afterwardsness in the psychoanalytic sense, as there was something in the 
first situation that left David with an uneasy feeling that he could not really 
comprehend at the time. Still, this uneasiness probably caused David to re-
member this situation and later tell a psychotherapist about it. The public dis-
cussion on where to draw the line also triggered this memory and contributed 
to its greater affective influence. So, there is both a ‘gap’ in time between the 
first event and its affective impact, and the later events that transform the very 
nature of the first, thus entailing a destabilization of linear and chronological 
temporality. David describes how this afterwards experience came to affect 
him in the long run: 

Hanna: In what way do you think it’s affected your feelings for sex, or your 
sexuality? 



147 

David: Yeah, definitely. Yes, it’s, I can say that I, I had this 2[X]-year crisis, 
when an enormous self-hatred for being a man came up. 
H: Mhm 
D: So I couldn’t stand looking at myself in the mirror as a man. 
H: Mhm 
D: I, I… categorizing myself as a man meant categorizing myself as pe-, pe-
perpetrator.  

 
David said he connected the shame over perpetration with shame over being 
a man and being masculine, so that he came to emphasize his feminine sides. 
In Chapter 5, I discussed how David learnt to be a ‘perpetrator’ through mas-
culine socialization and identification with the father – learning to hit back as 
a man. In the quote above, it appears that he broke his identification with vi-
olent masculinity that the father represented, similar to Bojan in Chapter 6, 
and that this was connected to how he comprehended masculine heterosexu-
ality as exploitative.  

Vulnerability to rejection 
If norms surrounding a masculine subjectivity do, in fact, contribute to male 
sexual coercion, they might not only do so on the conscious level that David 
and Christopher describe, as part of the will to ‘be a real man’. This expression 
echoes the strategic subject of Messerschmidt’s (2012) analysis, which quite 
rationally uses violence and coercion to accomplish masculinity. Nor does it 
seem to be a central part of an articulated social pressure from other young 
men, in these narratives, as stressed in the theory of male peer support 
(Schwartz & DeKeseredy, 1997). Quite contrary to the idea of a cynical and 
strategic use of force by a strong man who feels entitled to sex, the common 
pattern observed in the interviewees’ descriptions of pressurized sex is how it 
is accompanied by experiences of being vulnerable, rejected and not worthy 
of love. These feelings of dependency and insecurity are not generally asso-
ciated with masculinity (e.g., Karlsson, 2019; Seidler, 2006; Shefer et al., 
2015) and might, thus, be experienced as particularly threatening.  

When Christopher is asked what he felt (in contrast to what he thought, 
which is that he should be a ‘real man’) when he stopped his groping and it 
did not lead to sex, he says he felt unloved and like a failure, but he does not 
connect this to being a man: 
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Christopher: I remember… the times we, you know, when, each time we ac-
tually stopped, or I stopped my groping and my nagging, I remember I was 
really disappointed and sad that we didn’t have sex then. Eh… I felt… yeah 
unloved and like a failure, I think I felt. 

 
Feeling disappointed, sad and unloved is not generally part of the discourse 
related to masculinity, but is rather what a ‘real man’ must try to avoid. When 
he says he felt unloved by his girlfriend when she did not want to have sex 
with him, he acknowledges another side of a sexual relationship that is not 
about conquest and self-assertion, but rather about mutual desire and connec-
tion.  

This is also what Isak describes as the difficult emotional side to being 
rejected: feeling unwanted and fearing that one’s partner is about to leave. 
And simultaneously Isak found it hard to articulate and talk about sex in the 
relationship, and his partner’s shifting and different needs and desires. Being 
rejected by one’s partner is a very vulnerable position to be in; this is the 
constant risk and downside of occupying the masculine role of pursuer. Male 
sexuality is often conceptualized as aggressive and centred on egotistical 
pleasure, especially when it figures as problematic. The fact that men, as well 
as women, want to have sex to feel loved is not often in focus, especially not 
when sexual violation is discussed. This might also have to do with the fact 
that sexual violence is rarely discussed in intersubjective terms, and with the 
common idea of a ‘real rape’ as the attack by a stranger at night (e.g., Berg, 
2005; Jeffner, 1997). The retrospective nature of interviews and the after-
wards (re-)construction of memories make it difficult to know whether the 
attitudes that are said to explain their transgressions were actually influencing 
them at the time, or whether they are rather afterwards rationalizations of their 
problematic behaviour. Either way, Christopher’s and Isak’s youthful ideas 
about (male) entitlement to sex in a relationship might be discourses they in-
vest or invested in, as they conceal their vulnerabilities to rejection, anxieties, 
fear of abandonment and not being loved (cf. Hollway & Jefferson, 1998). 
The discourses also overshadow the pain of the other and their own accompa-
nying violation, that is, they emphasize the needs of the man at the expense 
of recognizing the ‘no’ of the woman other.  

Jessica Benjamin has theorized the importance of ‘no’ in intersubjective 
play, and how important both the expression and the recognition of ‘no’ is for 
development of the differentiating and moral Third. Consequently, when 
one’s ‘no’ is not recognized, it can be a traumatizing experience: ‘Insofar as 
personal trauma commonly involves non-recognition, the lack of validation 
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that our separate mind is valued and known by the other, we may generalize 
that such trauma entails a lack of differentiation between minds’ (2018, p. 
193). 

This ‘lack of differentiation’ is what occurs in a state of oneness, in which 
difference and alterity are not accepted. When Benjamin (2018) theorizes 
thirdness as attuned play between two subjects – as a relational, embodied and 
preverbal form of communication that resembles a dance – she often uses ex-
amples from the interaction between parent and child. Another relationship in 
which thirdness is at play, and in which the breakdown of it can have severe 
consequences, is in sexual encounters. Because Benjamin’s concepts capture 
the fragile nature of intersubjective relating, in how thirdness always entails 
the risk of collapsing into oneness or twoness, they are particularly helpful for 
understanding the dynamics of sexual violence, especially its grey areas.  

In sexual violation in which mutuality is absent, the situation might either 
be characterized by a state of twoness – the splitting of doer (pursuer) and 
done to (pursued) – or by oneness, in which there is no room for difference 
and recognition of the other’s ‘no’. In contrast to the polarization of comple-
mentary roles in twoness – oneness is rather about denying difference alto-
gether, of experiencing the couple as one, without conflicting wills and de-
sires. This is not to say that oneness or twoness always leads to transgression 
or violence. Oneness can also be experienced as a positive symbiosis and mer-
ger with a loved other. But the state of oneness – in which difference and 
conflict are very hard to tolerate and often associated with anxiety and fear of 
separation – entails the risk of non-recognition of the will and subjectivity of 
one of the partners, in favour of unity and similarity. The achieved unity might 
thus be more on one subject’s terms, at the expense of the other – a similarity 
masking difference. Twoness, on the other hand, might be positively experi-
enced as the freely chosen bond between two independent subjects, who wish 
to underscore their difference and separateness vis-à-vis each other. But the 
denial of unity in this situation might inversely be a case in which difference 
is masking similarity. If one is only allowed to play the role of the pursuer 
who persists (the subject), and the other the role of the pursued who gives in 
(the object), there is less room for the sexual subjectivity of both. The vulner-
ability of the pursuer might be projected onto and acted out by the pursued, 
and agency only acknowledged on the part of the pursuer. 

In the interview with Gustav, he describes how he has always had difficul-
ties with sex and how, from an early age, he pressured girls into having sex 
with him, even though they did not want to. He says it has been like this in all 
of his subsequent relationships, and that he finds it very hard to accept a ’no’, 
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as it makes him feel worthless. He also has difficulties reading the other’s 
signals and describes occasions when sex works well as ’mere luck’. 

Gustav, like Christopher, describes his pressure on his girlfriends to have 
sex and his failure to stop at ’no’ as an inability to live with the emotional 
pain of rejection and feelings of worthlessness:  

Interviewer (Hanna): Are there other similar situations that you come to think 
of, like ‘yeah, that didn’t go so well’? 
Gustav: … yeah… I guess it’s that I, like… And I’ve done that, I have done 
that to… both the girl I was together with when I was 17-18 eh, the mother of 
the big children, and my last partner and like that. To keep on and keep trying. 
Like this, even when they show clearly that ‘no, I don’t want to’, like that you 
know. ‘You can lie here and hold me and be like, we can have a cosy time 
together, it’s nice… but I don’t want to have sex right now’. And even when 
they have said ‘you won’t give up, damn it, we’ve got to sleep now’ and still 
I’ve tried, you know, like that. And then… it has… yeah, all of them have told 
me afterwards that, you know ‘the only way to get you to calm down is that 
you get…’ You know, they have let me have sex with them, like that.  
Hanna: Okay, how long have you had to, you know, keep going and take a 
‘no’ before it came to... Before it came to sex? 
G: Yes it has, it has, sometimes it went on for an hour you know, that I just 
kept on. And… it feels damn awful when you think about it. Now. It is really 
hard to talk about. But I want to tell, you know. It… 
H: And what do you think now? 
G: I think that I don’t want to be a person who does something like that. I don’t 
want to behave like that to other people at all. And definitely not to someone 
that I like or, that I want to, you know, I want to be, I have been in love with 
them and liked them a lot, and so… wanted a mutual relationship, you know. 
And then I’ve behaved so fucking strange, you know, and there’s so much 
shame in that, like… [sighs] you know. To be a person who can’t take a ‘no’ is 
such a defeat, you know. It’s like… I feel very vulnerable when I show what I 
want or, like that, and then when I don’t get a response, then I feel like I’ve 
exposed myself and been rejected, like that. And that’s… I become like uneasy 
and it’s fucking… I feel really bad and worthless and that, when everything’s 
like… when, how should I put it, I’ve used sex to feel good about myself, yeah 
like a person or human. That I’m worth something. I’m worth having sex with. 
That I’m sufficiently… That I, yeah, look good enough, or like am a good 
enough person or something like that. And I’ve used it as some kind of ac-
knowledgment that I’m worth anything at all. 
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What we can see in this quote, based on Gustav’s description, is that showing 
that he wants to have sex with his partner is associated with feeling vulnerable 
and exposed. Being rejected makes him very uncomfortable, and he says it 
also makes him feel worthless, emotions he finds very difficult to bear. Expe-
riencing vulnerability and hurt when one is sexually rejected is normal, but 
Gustav’s inability to own and regulate these emotions becomes very destruc-
tive – his partner is pressured to take over his intolerable inner state. 

Gustav explains how sex for him stands for an acknowledgment of his 
worth as a person, consequently that he is loved by his partner, one can assume 
based on the quote above. Sex as a sign of love is a common association, for 
example part of the have/hold discourse (Hollway, 1989). But the problem 
here is that a single refusal to have sex on the part of Gustav’s girlfriend is 
interpreted by him as a sign of his own worthlessness, and he does not seem 
to be able to contain the emotions produced by rejection. When analysed in-
tersubjectively, he cannot recognize the ’no’ of his girlfriend and allow her to 
be a sexual subject and agent in her own right in these situations. Her ’no’ 
might be experienced as intolerable difference, an alterity that he cannot 
stand, because it might challenge his own omnipotence as subject. These sit-
uations, in which the man cannot recognize and tolerate difference and rejec-
tion – as might have been the case, to varying degrees, for Christopher, Isak 
and Gustav – can be seen as examples of oneness. In contrast to twoness – the 
exaggeration of difference and complementarity – oneness might come across 
as a longing for closeness, mutuality and love. But given that this idea of 
merging as one leaves no room for independent sexual subjectivity, difference 
and distance are perceived as a threat. Therefore, sexual violation might result 
from a longing for complete symbiosis with the other.  

Both Christopher and Gustav talk about how worthless and unloved they 
feel when they are rejected by their partners. According to their stories, it is 
as though rejection produces affects that are almost unbearable, and because 
they cannot tolerate being rejected, they deny this reality, which is the other’s 
’no’(her sexual subjectivity).  

Hanna: And what is it you feel when you’ve continued to, you know, try? 
Gustav: It is, it’s a relief, when… Just like ‘oh now it came to this [sex] any-
way, perfect’, like this, you know. And then they have said afterwards what it’s 
been like, then I’ve felt ‘oh, hell’. Then I’ve felt damn lousy. Really. And that 
has, that hasn’t done anything to turn it around, so it’s just gotten worse, you 
know, worse if you know what I mean… 
H: In what way? 
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G: That I have an even worse initial position all the time. Like, and that I’ve 
behaved badly and been grumpy, or angry. You know, and… And the need for 
acknowledgment through sex then, is so much higher the meaner I’ve been… 
So to speak. 
H: Right, so your need for acknowledgment just increases, while her desire 
might then? Or, maybe, decreases? Is that what you mean? 
G: Yes, yes exactly. 
H: So there’s an even bigger gap? 
G: Precisely. And I notice that, but I haven’t done anything, you know, not 
understood what I should do. Or how I should… I don’t know what I should 
do. It’s like a panic situation like that and, and then I can’t. I just get so dis-
tressed that I can’t solve everything at the moment and that, that it can’t just be 
fixed like that.  

 
In the short run, when they continue to pressure their girlfriends so that they 
eventually give in, they can in one sense tell themselves they have succeeded. 
The ’no’ has been conquered, thus they can restore some of their self-worth. 
But, as Gustav explains, this produces a vicious cycle, so that his partner be-
comes less interested the more he pressures her, and the less her interest, the 
greater his need. 

Nicola Gavey (2019) discusses how women might give in to unwanted sex 
for several reasons, having to do both with norms around femininity and het-
erosexuality and with the behaviour and potential ’punishment’ of the partic-
ular man. Thus, women’s behaviour is a consequence both of norms that 
might unconsciously be influencing her and of her rational choice between 
two bad alternatives. Adding a relational perspective to the discursive, on the 
one hand, and individual agency, on the other, it might be close to impossible 
for a woman to reject a man who cannot bear rejection. The affective pressure 
in a situation in which one party is continually not recognizing the other’s 
subjectivity, and is unable to contain his own distress, might be so strong that 
the woman cannot act like a subject, protecting her boundaries. In the inter-
subjective process of oneness, her separate existence as subject is not recog-
nized outside the symbiosis of the couple. Gustav says that when he seemingly 
acknowledges the ‘no’ and stops pressurizing his girlfriend, he instead be-
comes passive aggressive, thus taking revenge on her for rejecting him, even 
the following day. 

Hanna: Have you ever, you know, stopped? Just accepted that ‘no’? 
Gustav: Yeah, I’ve done that as well. I really have. But, yes.  
H: How has that felt, then? 
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G: Well, then I’ve been grumpy the day after, just because it [sex] didn’t hap-
pen, and you know. And been like, yeah… Passive aggressive instead, like that, 
and generally cross and surly. 

 
What Gustav describes is a situation in which he superficially seems to respect 
the other’s ’no’, but in reality, he punishes her by becoming passive aggres-
sive afterwards – a kind of psychological violence. For mutual recognition to 
take place according to Benjamin and Winnicott, as discussed in Chapter 5, 
both partners must survive the negating acts of the other (e.g., the ‘no’), with-
out caving in or retaliating. There seems to be no room for this kind of survival 
in the relationships Gustav describes. Either his partner gives up her will, or 
he retaliates. Either he keeps pushing his partner in an effort to ‘succeed’ in 
his persuasion, thereby escaping his self-loathing, or he stops his nagging but 
then instead retaliates on his partner by being ‘passive aggressive’ or sulky.  

Gustav was confronted at a young age by the brother of a young girl of 13 
he was trying to have sex with and then teased about it in a way that made 
him ashamed. Still, he says it was not until later that he realized she was not 
ready for sex owing to her young age. For Gustav, his pressurizing girls and 
women to have sex with him did not stop, but continued in all his subsequent 
relationships. His girlfriends have continuously confronted him with this and 
how it affects them and the relationship badly. Moreover, a situation that in-
fluenced him and made him reconsider his actions was a lecture by a union 
representative who talked about partner violence. This lecture seems to have 
affected him a great deal and changed his ideas about what violence is and 
can be. He also describes how his reaction at the time oscillated between im-
mediate realization that his own behaviour was similar to the abuse described 
and denial of the notion that he was a violent man. But afterwards, in retro-
spect, he can see that this lecture and the treatment he has received the past 
few years against violence have changed his understanding of pressurized sex 
as violence, and his own feelings towards himself and his actions.  

In an analysis of Swedish partner violent men’s turning point stories and 
‘epiphanies’, the stories share some of the features of this afterwards under-
standing of perpetration (Gottzén, 2019a). Gottzén identified different pat-
terns in men’s narratives of desistence – when they acquired a new ‘realiza-
tion’ of their actions and stopped being violent. Either they had an epiphany 
prior to or while in treatment, or their stories followed a less linear trajectory 
with detours and disruptions along the way towards a non-violent identity. 
One common factor in the turning point stories was having close others: fam-
ily and friends but especially partners or ex-partners. In line with Gottzén’s 
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narrative approach, these relationships were analysed in relation to the roles 
they play in the man’s identity and self-presentation. What principally drove 
these men to stop their violent and abusive behaviour was either fear of their 
partner leaving them, or more centrally, what the identity of woman batterer 
would entail for their sense of self. As this category is associated with a prob-
lematic and deviant masculinity, the men were motivated to change their be-
haviour and, thus, preserve a positive identity. Efforts to achieve this goal was 
observed in the men’s tendency to place the violence in the past, thus distanc-
ing their present self from these actions.  

I would argue that, for some men, the concept of afterwardsness points to 
another way of making sense of the temporality of a violent self. Instead of 
moving from a violent to a non-violent identity through their stories, I believe 
that the interviewees present a more conflicted and chronologically confused, 
or temporally queer (Berggren et al., 2020), understanding of themselves. The 
‘epiphanies’ they describe do not do the job of distancing themselves from 
violence, instead they make them realize how terribly they have behaved to-
wards the other(s). The violent transgressions are not placed in the past, but 
surface at a later point, when new events thoroughly change their earlier sense 
of self and relationship experiences. As also shown in Gottzén’s (2019b) anal-
ysis of young men’s written stories of sexism and sexual violence, leaving 
their past violence behind seems by no means to be an easy task for some of 
these men. Gottzén argues that displaying shame can be a way of distancing 
oneself from one’s violence, whereas ‘chafing’ signifies a way of feeling con-
tinual discomfort in relation to one’s perpetration and male privilege. Whether 
the troubling effects of shame and guilt displayed by the men in Gottzén 
(2019b) are of a transient or more permanent nature, they are understood as 
primarily concerning who the men were then and how they regard themselves 
today, in light of a feminist ideal of non-violence. Through my analysis, I 
want to highlight how shame and guilt are at their core intersubjective affects, 
produced and displayed in relation to particular others. The afterwards expe-
rience of perpetration is partly, but not only, a matter of feeling stigmatized 
by the label of sexist or woman batterer, and thus violating the norms of re-
spectable masculinity (Gottzén, 2019a, 2019b). This is also a matter of real-
izing that this particular other has been hurt and violated, and the shame is a 
belated mirroring of her pain.  
 Searching desperately for love and recognition through sex – looking, in 
Gustav’s words, for ‘some kind of acknowledgment that I am worth anything 
at all’ – does not seem to work more than very momentarily. Even though he 
expresses a wish for a mutual relationship, what he actually does is undermine 
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the possibility of it. This resembles Gunnarsson’s (2020, pp. 154–159) dis-
cussion of her interview with ‘Gunnar’, who also claims to use sex, and pres-
surize his partner, so that he can fill a void inside himself that only grows. I 
reach a similar conclusion in relation to Gustav: his strong urge for acknowl-
edgment through sex might contribute to his insensitivity to the boundaries of 
the other. Furthermore, it runs parallel to a preoccupation with his own sense 
of vulnerability and victimhood, at the expense of seeing the needs and pain 
of his partner.  

Discourses that justify a solution based on twoness 
Adam’s story of pressurized sex is rather different from that of Christopher, 
Isak, David and Gustav. The issue of pressurized sex was not brought up spon-
taneously by Adam in the interview. He talked about having made contacts 
on a sex site and having planned to be unfaithful to his partner, as he felt his 
need for sex was not sufficiently satisfied after his girlfriend gave birth. He 
then answered approvingly to a question asking whether he had nagged his 
girlfriend for sex.  

Adam: Yeah. And during that time she didn’t want to have… and she 
was…was ruptured during the time she delivered [the son]. Because she had 
stiches down there and that… considering my sex drive and that… so then it 
turned to nagging to get sex instead. Which led to a negative feeling between 
me and her, which led to a downhill slope in our relationship. That was when, 
like I said, I started… looking for others to have it with. To, you know… be 
able to return to a normal… relationship feeling. Like that.  

 
Adam said that his pressure made her have sex when she did not want to, and 
this led to a decline in their relationship. He does not display guilt or shame 
over his actions in any outright way, nor does he, like the others, describe later 
events or experiences that changed his affective experience of these episodes 
over time. He does not want to pressure his girlfriend into having sex, because 
it damages their relationship, but he does not display remorse over those times 
that he has. When asked how he knew that his partner did not want to have 
sex, Adam says he knew by her body language and her expressions that it was 
hard for her and that she did not want it. ‘She was there but not really there’, 
he says. He is clearly invested in a male sexual drive discourse, as he seems 
to regard his strong drive to have sex as something that he has to find release 
for. Either he pressurizes his girlfriend, but this leads to a ‘downhill slope’ in 
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their relationship, or he looks for others to have sex with. This is also a very 
clear example of the coital imperative, when not even the fact that his girl-
friend had just delivered a baby and had stitches caused him to consider sexual 
activities other than vaginal intercourse.  

Although he started looking for others to have sex with to return to a ‘nor-
mal’ feeling in their relationship, this was not a viable solution due to their 
status as a monogamous couple. Neither was him masturbating seen as rea-
sonable within their relationship, and this strong idea of faithful monogamy 
also aligns the story with the have/hold discourse of heterosex. Consequently, 
he describes how he and his girlfriend have decided on other ways of dealing 
with his sexual urge, so that he does not have to pressure her into something 
she does not want: 

Interviewer (Lucas): But what would happen if you get horny and come to 
her, and she just obviously doesn’t want to, you know? 
Adam: Well then we have agreed that… either she gives me a hand job, or we 
watch porn together, and I give myself a hand job.  
L: Alright. 
A: Those are things we have agreed on, you know. And it’s… things like that. 

 
The solution they find is thus aligned both with the have/hold discourse, in 
which sex must be provided and simultaneously exclusively kept within the 
heterosexual relationship, and the male sexual drive discourse, which posits 
that the male drive to have sex is stronger and unstoppable. It is a solution 
grounded in his sexual urge, rather than in the mutual desire of the two of 
them. Hence, it can be said that the solution to Adam’s problem with pressur-
ized sex still resides within a position of twoness, as did the problem of pres-
surized sex itself. It was not framed by Adam as a lack of mutuality, thus as a 
lack of recognition of the other’s sexual subjectivity. Perhaps this is the reason 
why these memories do not seem to warrant any strong affective reactions, 
such as shame and guilt. Consequently, a shift in perspective from twoness to 
thirdness seems necessary for the afterwards drastic change in these experi-
ences’ affective quality.  

Adam says that his partner worries that he will pressure her into having sex 
again, because she now is pregnant once more. If pressurized or coerced sex 
is what she fears, it is not strange that satisfying her boyfriend with her hand 
or by watching porn with him seems like the better alternative, despite no will 
of her own. Nicola Gavey discusses the grey areas of sexual coercion and 
argues that:  
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It seems possible to imagine legitimate instances where a person chooses to 
have sex with someone as an act of giving - as a gesture of love and care for 
another person - even though they don’t feel like the physical experience them-
selves. (Gavey, 2019, p. 141) 

 
She describes different instances of women ’giving in’ to the persistent pres-
sure of men to have sex, although they don’t feel like it, and argues that it can 
feel like a ‘free’ and pragmatic choice for a woman, although she also recog-
nizes the complex power dynamics at play. Discourses of the male sexual 
drive, in combination with the idea that a woman having sex is ‘a small thing 
to do’ for a man, can lead to a difficulty in saying no. On the other hand, she 
discusses how ’giving sex’ can be seen as an expression of women’s agency 
and power – as maternal nurturing in the face of male neediness. But para-
doxically, in the example she discusses, when the man comes across as ’pa-
thetic’, the woman is turned off even more, thus underscoring the divide be-
tween his need and her self-denying ’gift’. By being ‘sex on men’s term’ 
(Gavey, 2019, p. 143) – putting the emphasis on the female expression of 
agency is quite a stretch. Young women agreeing to unwanted sex has also 
been understood as an act of ‘paradoxical resilience’ (Korkmaz & Øverlien, 
2019), thereby emphasizing the agency of the victims in avoiding further 
harm. Stressing female agency and resistance in relation to sexual violence is 
reasonable, but it risks reproducing a view of subjects as rather autonomous 
and rational, and sexual interactions as involving calculating action and reac-
tion.  

If we instead look at similar interactions in intersubjective terms, it be-
comes obvious that they are characterized by twoness. Sexual desire is not 
shared and mutual, but belongs solely to one of the partners. In the case Gavey 
discusses, the woman desperately needs to sleep, and after an hour of her 
lover’s pressure, she has sex with him so that she can get some peace and 
quiet. The woman ’gives in’ to extensive pressure from the man, not because 
her desire has surfaced but because she wants the pressure, and the nagging 
that is keeping her awake, to stop – very much alike the situations Gustav 
describes. Although there might be cases where a person agrees to have sex 
despite having no sexual desire of one’s own, without this being labelled sex-
ual violation, in these kinds of sexual interactions, it is difficult to discern the 
point when twoness becomes violation. In the case of Adam, discussed above, 
we only know his side and the view of his partner as he presents it. Where he 
draws the line between acceptable and unacceptable twoness in sex is never-
theless hinted at: 
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Lucas: And that’s something, yeah, you’ve seen porn together once but when 
it’s… other than that, you know, if you have… like… if she blows you or wanks 
you, that it’s like… is it something you do sometimes even though she’s not… 
she is not turned on herself, you know, really? 
Adam: Yeah. 
L: And that’s okay for her? 
A: Yeah. Then she says sometimes, that if I wake up in the night, that I can do 
her while she’s sleeping, that… I won’t fucking do. ‘Cause that counts more or 
less as rape. 
 

For Adam, having sex with his girlfriend when she is asleep is not acceptable, 
although she says it is okay. This is too far in the direction of a one-sided 
twoness for him, one can presume, so he regards it ‘more or less as rape’.   

Gavey’s discussion of why a woman could suffer from having sex against 
her will or desire, even though this is in some sense ’chosen’, does not con-
sider the intersubjective dimension. The idea of sex as a gift resides within 
the dimension of a subject-object relation. By letting someone have sex with 
one’s body, both partners are treating the female body as an object of male 
sexual desire. And while sex in one sense always entails an element of objec-
tification and self-objectification, this kind of situation involves a splitting of 
the parts played: one is expressing his subjectivity and desire, the other agrees 
to play the role of the object of desire.  

In Benjamin’s (1988) terms, this is a situation of complementary gender 
relations, involving domination and submission. As Benjamin has also 
stressed, playing these complementary parts can indeed in some sense be cho-
sen, but one must discriminate between a situation in which a woman derives 
pleasure out of playing the part of the object, and one in which she would 
rather have abstained from sex altogether, but finds it impossible to reject the 
man due to his pressure, his inability to bear rejection or her fear of his retal-
iation or infidelity. Again, this might not result in a traumatic experience for 
everyone, but for some it might. The relational trauma of having one’s sexual 
subjectivity non-recognized must not be overlooked. And, I would argue, 
what might be hurtful and damaging is not only how the woman’s ’no’ is not 
recognized, but how the man’s ’yes’ is utterly unaffected by that ’no’. Rela-
tional trauma is not only about being negatively affected by what another per-
son does to you, but equally about experiencing that what you do and what 
you want do not affect the other. This situation denotes a breakdown in mutual 
recognition, a breakdown in thirdness, and as such it has a traumatizing po-
tential. 
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Discussion  
Sexual consent and pressurized sex have been discussed in the public debate, 
political policy and research, particularly during the past decade. Exerting 
pressure on a partner might very well lead to passive or affirmative consent 
eventually, but an either-or concept of consent does not capture what is at 
stake in this situation, as many scholars have pointed out (e.g., Gunnarsson, 
2018; 2020; Linander et al., 2021; Muehlenhard et al., 2016). Looking at pres-
surized sex from an intersubjective angle, it is clear that what is lacking is 
mutuality – the sexual subjectivity of both partners – either just initially or 
throughout the act. From this perspective, it also makes more sense that two 
partners can have fundamentally different experiences and understandings of 
the encounter, as it essentially lacks good communication, recognition and 
thirdness. The ‘no’ and the boundaries of one partner are not respected by the 
other, and the ‘no’ does not even affect the other such that he no longer wishes 
to pursue sex. Especially when age and sexuality are considered, having this 
as one’s first experience of sex might be detrimental to the development of 
one’s sexual subjectivity and agency. 
 The focus on the perpetration instead of the victimization of sexual vio-
lence has a few implications. It is important to stress that the afterwards effect 
of perpetration vis-a-vis victimization is different, and the latter can evidently 
produce much severe consequences and ruptures in the sense of security and 
trust in the world. The goal of analysing the afterwards disruptive and poten-
tially deeply upsetting experience of perpetration is not to compare it to the 
experiences of the victims, neither in relation to trauma nor in relation to re-
sponsibility. But when looking at the experiences through an intersubjective 
lens, the breakdown in thirdness and recognition is central to the violations, 
and having disrupted mutuality and transgressed the boundaries of the other 
can indeed cause pain. Moreover, this pain, if owned and contained and not 
projected onto the other, can work towards re-establishing the ideal of recip-
rocal recognition. Because relating in accordance with thirdness is difficult 
and will necessarily fail, it is essential that failure be recognized and not de-
nied if the impasse is to be repaired (Benjamin 2018; Gunnarsson, 2020). 
When denial is the case – as it is at some point in most of the interviewed 
men’s stories – the result is a double-fault in recognition. It is first a non-
recognition of the other’s sexual subjectivity, and in the second instance not 
recognizing one’s lack of recognition. Such an inability might be the result of 
emotional frailty, of being unable, first, to tolerate rejection and, second, to 
own and contain the guilt of having violated one’s partner.  
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Another central difference, compared to the Freudian notion of afterwards-
ness, is that the events analysed occurred during or post-puberty, and I do not 
argue that the boys and young men did not, at that time, realize the sexual 
nature of their actions. The reason why the acts were not unambiguously ex-
perienced as problematic was not due to their sexual nature per se, but because 
later events were needed to shed light on the experience of the other, and the 
conflict between oneness/twoness and thirdness (although, of course, not ar-
ticulated as such). In the Freudian theory of drives, forbidden sexual wishes 
and fantasies are repressed and can later surface as symptoms caused by un-
resolved psychic conflict. In these cases, however, sexuality is acted out, and 
the conflict is situated in the intersubjective domain rather than the intrapsy-
chic. What has changed from the first episode to the second, is not puberty or 
maturity, but is better understood at relational and discursive levels.  

The situation is one of early (adult/genital, in contrast to infantile) sexual 
exploration, and the radical character of sexuality – and of the other’s desire 
– is not fully recognized and contained by the men. The individuality of the 
other as someone with her own centre of sexual agency and subjectivity seems 
too intolerable for them to acknowledge. What is denied, one could say, is the 
subjectivity and alterity of the other. When the other resurfaces, the experi-
ences take on disruptive qualities. At the same time, the sexual situation trans-
forms from one of success and satisfaction into a situation of coercion and 
dominance. Because this experience poses threats to the sense of one’s self 
worth and ’goodness’, there are strong psychic forces at work against accept-
ing this as the truth – accepting the other as real and other, and simultaneously 
accepting oneself as a violator of the other’s boundaries.  

One of the interviewed men, Adam, did not present an afterwards change 
or any guilt over perpetrating pressurized sex. Still, he talked about nagging 
in relation to sex, signalling that, for him, it was also an established reference. 
The difference between Adam and the other men I discuss is arguably not that 
Adam had never heard of sexual grey areas, #metoo or feminist discussions 
of consent. He probably had, but because there was, in his case, no confron-
tation by another with a radically different perspective, and no implicit or ex-
plicit change in how he intersubjectively related to his girlfriend, these chang-
ing discourses did not appear to affect him in any profound way. For an after-
wards change in perpetrator’s experiences of sexual violation to occur, it ap-
pears that a shift in relating to the other is necessary – from oneness/twoness 
to thirdness, at least as an ideal and at some level of affective realization. This 
change is accompanied by feelings of guilt, shame and even self-hatred, and 
the possibility of change depends partly on the capacity to own these feelings 
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without projecting them outwards, through splitting. The ambivalence seen 
can partly be a question of a difficulty to contain the affective states brought 
up in this transformation. 

This afterwards change can thus be propelled by social movements, socie-
tal discussion, and legal and political changes that interact at the intersubjec-
tive and intrapsychic levels. The result is a transformation of sexual experi-
ences; from having been rather unproblematic to becoming deeply upsetting 
experiences of perpetration and failed recognition. Discourses can work both 
in favour of twoness (patriarchal discourses on heterosex) and in favour of 
thirdness (feminist discourses emphasizing female subjectivity, the need for 
consent and the ideal of mutuality in sex). Social movements like #metoo can 
lead to quite drastic changes, both discursively and affectively, and discourses 
on grey areas, sexual norms and (inter-)subjective experiences can function 
as a counterpoint to still existing patriarchal discourses like those pointed out 
by Hollway (1989). 

One of the aspects Gunnarsson finds in her interviews with men and 
women around sex and consent is that sex cannot be regarded as what two 
separate individuals do and react to, but that it can be characterized as a ‘seam-
less flow’ in which ‘attunement’ to each other is central (2020, p. 75, my 
translation). It is a process that transcends, and in one sense dissolves, the 
individual ego, in favour of unity of the couple. This reasoning resonates 
closely with Benjamin’s theories of how individuals dissolve in a state of one-
ness and how they attune to each other in thirdness. Gunnarsson furthermore 
problematizes the ideal of losing oneself in sex, as it can lead to a situation in 
which one agrees to do things solely to avoid interrupting the flow, even 
things one does not want to do. I definitely agree with this caution when it 
comes to dissolving difference and boundaries in oneness. But thirdness is 
fruitful as, on the one hand, a descriptive concept of one of the dynamics in-
volved in sex, which stresses our need to be receptive to the other and sensi-
tive to the nuances in embodied interaction:  

The thirdness of attuned play resembles musical improvisation, in which both 
partners follow a structure or pattern that both of them simultaneously create 
and surrender to, a structure enhanced by our capacity to receive and transmit 
at the same time in nonverbal interaction. (Benjamin, 2018, p. 31)  

 
As a norm it may appear romantic and idealistic, and I do not think that inter-
subjectivity captures all of sex’s nuances and dimensions. But regarding the 
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question of establishing and assessing mutuality in sex or other embodied in-
teractions, it can play an important role. Although Benjamin emphasizes the 
possibility of actually reaching and recognizing the other, this does not mean 
that she advocates a view of human sexuality as thoroughly civilized or free 
from aggressive or destructive impulses. Her stance, which I share, is that 
aggression is intrinsic to human relationships:  

If we want to claim that relations with others are essential to the self, then we 
cannot help but acknowledge aggression as a necessary moment of psychic life. 
[…] From an intersubjective standpoint, the clash of two wills is inherent in 
subject-subject relations, an ineluctable moment that every self has to confront. 
(Benjamin, 1995a, p. 45) 
 

Although Benjamin recognizes the centrality of aggression, her intersubjec-
tive view of human sexuality is radically different from that of Laplanche, 
who argues for the ‘essentially traumatic nature of human sexuality’ (1988, p. 
105). Rather than pronouncing the possibility of attunement and mutuality, 
Laplanche talks about the radical alterity of the other and of an enigmatic 
message (p. 73)  – which is the other’s unconscious sexuality. For analysing 
exposure to sexual violation, Laplanche would perhaps do better, as he theo-
rizes clearly asymmetrical relations and being traumatically confronted with 
seduction – the (chaotic) desire of the other: ‘Processes in which the individ-
ual takes an active part are all secondary in relation to the originary moment, 
which is that of passivity: that of seduction’ (1999, p. 135). 
Benjamin’s and Laplanche’s very different notions of sexuality seem to cap-
ture two sides of sexuality, in a way akin to Freud’s distinction between Eros 
and Thanatos – the life and death drives. For the purpose of this chapter, Ben-
jamin’s concepts have been better suited to analysing when mutuality in sex 
fails, and from the side of perpetration: what the men disregarded.  

In the end, there seems to be a fine line for the interviewed men to walk in 
accepting responsibility for sexual violation. They need to simultaneously 
avoid the pitfalls of being consumed by guilt, on the one hand, and deny guilt 
altogether, on the other. In accepting and owning one’s guilt lies the possibil-
ity of relating differently and striving towards mutual recognition.  
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8. Concluding discussion 

In this dissertation, I have investigated the intersubjective, relationally em-
bedded and discursive aspects in men’s experiences of using violence against 
women partners in youth. First, I have demonstrated how the liminality of 
violence in youth is central to the stories, and thus the particularities of young 
men’s violence against women. Youth figured as temporally and relationally 
embedded, making the young men’s early romantic and sexual relationships 
marked by previous relationships to parents and peers. Violence also occupied 
a liminal position in the stories, with blurry boundaries around love and ag-
gression. Second, I also showed how gendered identification and disidentifi-
cation with parents were related to the interviewed men’s violence and de-
sistance from partner violence. Last, I investigated the theme of sexual viola-
tion in the material, and emphasised how temporally changing discourses on 
sex and violence related to the men’s experiences of sexual violation in youth. 
I argued that experiences of pressurized sex seemed to affect the men in an 
afterwards manner, after confrontation on the part of the other – hopefully 
resulting in the possibility of mutual recognition in the future.  

With these investigations, my contributions to the research fields are of 
both an empirical and a theoretical nature. The empirical contribution is the 
previously scarcely explored subject of Swedish men’s own experiences of 
being violent against women partners in their youth, investigated through in-
depth interviews with both young men and retroactive interviews with older 
men. My theoretical contribution lies in expanding on the use of feminist in-
tersubjective and psychoanalytic theories within the tradition of psychosocial 
studies. I thus develop the work done by previous scholars in the area of men’s 
violence in youth, through an engagement with Benjamin’s concept of third-
ness, as well as Winnicott’s notion of destruction and survival, and 
Laplanche’s elaboration of afterwardsness.  

In this concluding chapter, I will present and elaborate on four main and 
interrelated themes that my analyses in this dissertation have brought to the 
fore. The first theme is the liminalities of violence in youth, the second is 
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violence as a breakdown of recognition. Third, I discuss vulnerability in rela-
tion to young men and masculinity, and finally I elaborate on the temporal 
aspects of young men’s violence against women partners. 

On the threshold to love: violence in youth relationships 
Within the boundaries of this project, I have investigated some of the partic-
ularities of youth, of gendered violence and of romantic and sexual relation-
ships in youth. Recurring themes I have found in this nexus involve bounda-
ries and liminal aspects of different kinds.  

Youth is often conceptualized as a time on the threshold. Not least in the 
research on youth transitions, the movement between childhood and adult-
hood is in focus, and youth becomes a more or less successful route of trans-
portation from one life phase to the next (e.g., Arnett, 2000; Arnett & Taber, 
1994; K. Roberts, 2018; Woodman & Bennett, 2015). Moreover, in this dis-
sertation, youth is sometimes implicitly represented as a particular phase, a 
liminal period between a childhood dependency on parents and an adult es-
tablishment of romantic relationships. What I repeatedly have found through-
out the interviews is the great extent to which the men’s romantic relation-
ships in youth are entangled in previous relational experiences. The finding 
that most of the men perpetrating violence against a woman partner had also 
been subjected to violence during childhood and youth is in line with previous 
research on the intergenerational transmission of violence (e.g., K. Andersson 
& Källström Cater, 2014; Forke et al., 2021; O’Keefe, 1998; Øverlien, 2010). 
In addition to the frequent exposure to domestic violence, several had, as 
boys, been harassed and abused by peers in school (cf. Messerschmidt, 2012). 
Accordingly, youth embodies the familiar – a reproduction and continuation 
of what came before. At the same time, the first romantic relationships pose 
new challenges to young people, as they are supposed to navigate their own 
and their partners’ needs and demands without much prior knowledge of what 
to expect (Korkmaz, 2021). Consequently, reasonable expectations of emo-
tional attunement or ending violent outbursts on the partner’s side challenged 
the young men. They described confusion and difficulties in tackling these 
new expectations, especially when they were raised in cold or abusive fami-
lies. Thus, simply reproducing the familiar did not work, because the woman 
partner came to question aggression that for the men was normalized. Hence, 
rather than being a smooth extension or a radical break, youth appears, 
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throughout my analysis, as a porous boundary of old and new bonds, depend-
encies, hierarchies and relational patterns.  

Research on youth transitions has captured many of the challenges young 
people face in the quest to attain an adult position, such as finding housing 
and an occupation, as well as how parents’ differently distributed resources in 
this respect affect youth unequally (e.g., Swartz, 2008). What is less studied 
within this framework is the importance of emotional support for establishing 
secure relationships with peers and partners (with some exceptions, see, e.g., 
Conger et al., 2011; Hardie & Seltzer, 2016).  

One possible implication of the reproduction of relational patterns that I 
see is that young people who lack the necessary emotional security and care 
from the family of origin become even more dependent on potential partners 
in youth. Young men with an experience of violence and abuse may not be 
able to deal with their own neediness in the face of a woman partner, and they 
might thus project it onto their partners, turning their own anxieties and inse-
curities into violence and control (cf. Gadd & Jefferson, 2007). Hence, the 
need for a supportive other is probably great, but the capacity to own and 
contain this need, and simultaneously meet the needs of the other, is ham-
pered.  

What this complex situation points to is another theme of ambivalence and 
liminality found in this dissertation’s material: the associations of love and 
violence. I have discussed the similarities between the men’s partner violence 
and their violence against peers, as well as the violence they were subjected 
to by parents. Violence in a romantic relationship also exhibits particularities 
that make its association with romantic and sexual love especially poignant.  

In contrast to how violence among boys and men often figures as a harm-
less and natural part of boyhood (Joelsson & Bruno, 2022; Uhnoo; 2011), 
hitting a girl was clearly a taboo for the men. It seems that this was related to 
not only the shame of abusing someone weaker (cf. Uhnoo, 2011), but also to 
simultaneously loving and caring for the other, which increased a sense of 
guilt. The men loathed the stigma of becoming a woman batterer (cf. Gottzén, 
2015). This was in part a threat to their sense of self, but I would argue that 
this crisis also has relational dimensions. Not only are strongly ambivalent 
feelings towards the other difficult to encompass, but within a love relation-
ship this powerful combination of love and aggression, of dependency and 
vulnerability, made the men aware of a particularly strong capacity to hurt the 
loved one. This awareness was commonly held at arm’s length by the men for 
a long time by denying all violence that was not fierce and physical and, 
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thereby, disidentifying with their violent father figures. Hence, they could up-
hold an image of themselves as non-violent (cf. Cavanagh et al., 2001; Stokoe, 
2010) and for a long time avoid the guilt of perpetration. As Butler notices, 
‘the struggle against violence accepts that violence is one’s own potential’ 
(2016, p. 171), and the realization that they were capable of violence and its 
reproduction was therefore necessary, though painful, for the men to embrace 
in order to change.  

My understanding, informed by a psychosocial perspective, is that the ten-
dency towards splitting is typical both of how subjects protect themselves 
from difficult emotions and of how discourses work to keep categories clean 
and separate – in this case the splitting of violence and non-violence. Thus, a 
particular subject’s defensive strategies are telling, both of his personal inter-
subjective biography and of the available discourses he might invest in. Hav-
ing in mind both the psychological wish to remain a good and lovable person, 
and our society’s tendency to regard violence against women as the acts of a 
brutal man incapable of tenderness, the men’s disidentification with the vio-
lent man is understandable. To break with the tendency towards splitting – 
into for example ‘good’ and ‘bad’ men, which rather works to conceal every-
day abuse and violent transgressions – I focus on violent behaviour, situations 
and interactions, rather than ‘violent men’ (cf. Gadd et al., 2015, p. 129). This 
corresponds to questioning a strong dualism between love and violence. It is 
not that ‘true love’ works as a safeguard against violence in a relationship, nor 
that men who are at times violent are thoroughly unable to love their partners 
– although they are, in violent interactions, incapable of recognizing her. The 
tendency towards splitting these categories can make it difficult to see oneself 
or one’s partner as violent, when there is care in the relationship as well. Love 
and sexual relations bring out our most vulnerable emotions, including fear of 
abandonment and rejection, dependency and being exposed to the other. The 
same aspects that make loving attachments so valued and necessary make us 
sensitive and sometimes anxious. The power that love entails has an inherent 
and unavoidable polarity of destructive and constructive potential (e.g., Gun-
narsson et al., 2018). As soon as someone is valued, the impending loss of 
that bond is always part of our existential condition, and all love relations 
imply a general ambivalence (Butler, 2016). 

For the purpose of preserving nuance and capturing a sliding scale of 
abuse, I use Kelly’s (1988)  radical feminist notion of a continuum of violence 
within a feminist relational framework. Through this combination, I embrace 
a pluralist conception of feminisms and avoid the monolithic conception of 
men’s violence within patriarchy that radical feminism has been criticized for 
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(e.g., Berggren et al., 2021). The past decade has seen a rising interest in the 
notion of grey areas of sexual coercion and violation, in the wake of the #me-
too movement (e.g., Alcoff, 2018; Gunnarsson, 2020). Using the notion of a 
continuum, it is possible to highlight the grey areas of all sorts of violence. 
Without the notion of rather undramatic everyday violence, a psychosocial 
approach risks reducing men’s violence to the extreme expressions of a few 
unfortunate and psychologically frail men. Through the psychosocial concept 
of a continuum, I combine a sensitivity to the biographically particular with 
the relationally recurring and the socially embedded in young men’s violence 
against women. 

Violence as a breakdown of recognition 
The reason I emphasize how love and violence may be intertwined within a 
relationship is not to trivialize violence or portray it as an unavoidable part of 
love. Building on psychoanalytic ideas presented by Benjamin, Winnicott and 
Laplanche, I show how aggression, destruction and negation are unavoidable 
aspects of human relationships. In fact, they are deeply constitutive of our 
subjectivities and relational capacities. But relating to a love object as a ‘like 
subject’ (Benjamin, 1995a) involves walking the fine line between self-asser-
tion and recognition, a process that constantly broke down for the young men, 
as evident in numerous situations portrayed in the interviews. In interactions 
where the men were, for example, criticized by their partners or sexually re-
jected, their capacity to ‘survive’ the partner’s acts of negation (her ‘no’ or 
her critique) frequently failed. Instead of responding appropriately to the real 
partner, they acted on their internal fantasy of her as a threatening and perse-
cutory object – and answered with unjustified revenge.  
 The knowledge I thereby expand on through my close reading of the nar-
ratives is not only that violence is reproduced, or intergenerationally transmit-
ted, but how this is done, and what happens in the violent interactions on an 
intersubjective level. I interpret them as interactions in which mutual recog-
nition – the tension between asserting oneself and seeing the other – has col-
lapsed. When mutual recognition is not given by parents, this capacity is not 
well developed, and therefore the pattern of not recognizing the other (and 
oneself) is carried on. Instead of mutual recognition, there is a hierarchical 
relationship based on a master-slave-dynamic (Benjamin, 1988); either you 
dominate or you submit. And the master (the man in these examples) expects 
being recognize without recognizing the other in return.  In my interviews, 
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these patterns of failed mutual recognition are clearly gendered as masculine 
– often carried on from father to son and reproduced in relation to male peers 
(Messerschmidt, 2012; Collier, 1998). When the men, in their youth, entered 
their first romantic relationship with a woman partner, violent dominant in-
teractions were already ingrained.  

This failure of recognition can either take the form of oneness – an inability 
to accept difference and the other’s ‘no’– or that of twoness – relating to the 
other as an object for one’s will, as someone different but inferior. Examples 
of oneness in the material were identified in interactions when the men wanted 
their partner to read their minds, or when a sexual rejection by the partner 
became too threatening to be recognized. Twoness could be expressed as de-
rogatory comments and generally dominant behaviour or as wanting the part-
ner to satisfy one’s sexual needs in the absence of desire on her part.  

The conceptualization of violence as a breakdown of mutual recognition 
contributes to our understanding of more subtle forms of violence, such as 
pressurized sex, psychological and material violence, as it provides tools for 
highlighting fine-grained modes of interaction as well. My analysis does not 
point out where the boundaries of violence are to be drawn, but my argument 
is to allow for grey areas and to see violence as a continuum. The men inter-
viewed had come to encompass a broader definition of violence with time, 
often after starting treatment. This conceptualization thus offers a way of an-
alysing destructive patterns of interaction that avoids reproducing either-or 
concepts of, for example, consent versus rape, normal quarrelling versus emo-
tional abuse, or a hot-tempered man versus a wife-batterer.  

Although violence is reproduced along predictable lines, it is not destiny. 
Through the case of Bojan, I point to how even severe forms of violent family 
dynamics, with a constant lack of mutual recognition on the paternal side, can 
be transformed – through treatment, emotional insight and opening up to 
‘overinclusive’ gender identifications (Benjamin, 1995b). This involves rec-
ognizing vulnerability in oneself and others. Although Benjamin’s relational 
psychoanalysis emphasizes the importance of childhood experiences – the ca-
pacity for reciprocal recognition can certainly also be acquired later in life.  

Recognizing young men’s vulnerabilities 
The stories of the interviewees point to how acts of violence may also occur 
in loving relationships and are also perpetrated by ordinary men. Seeing love 
and violence not as each other’s opposites, but as frequently coexisting, also 
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points to what they are closely related to, and what is at the heart of a romantic 
relationship: vulnerability. Analysing violence as a breakdown of recognition 
means seeing violence to a great extent as an inability to recognize – not only 
the other – but also one’s own vulnerability; to own and regulate feelings pro-
duced by rejection and fear (often concealed underneath anger) in the face of 
the other, instead of acting them out.  

Studying men’s violence in youth might trouble the notion we have of 
childhood and youth as times of innocence (cf. K. Andersson & Källström 
Cater, 2014), or the idea of a straightforward and normative transition to well-
adapted adulthood. It might also disturb the image of the male youth rebel 
with strong agency – one often portrayed in studies of youth subculture. 
Within youth studies, there has been more interest in young white working-
class men’s resistance, than in their abusive behaviour or their vulnerabilities 
(Weems, 2015). What I wish to underline through my analysis is instead how 
the men’s violence often appears to spring from an inability to contain and 
express vulnerability in the face of the other. The young men still have agency 
and responsibility for their actions, but they are far from those independent, 
rebelling or brave subjects that young men often wish to present as, and that 
researchers sometimes fall for the temptation to reproduce. Instead of roman-
ticizing or exotifying youth, I want to stress the deep embeddedness and de-
pendencies of youth, and how youth experiences cannot be clearly separated 
from childhood or adult memories and subjectivities.  
 Young men’s ambiguous and conflicted relationship to vulnerability and 
its associations with violence has been explored by several scholars. Shame 
and humiliation were acknowledged by the men in one study on young men’s 
sexuality, but were also associated with male violence against women. The 
authors also stress how the young men in their homosocial storytelling de-
fended against vulnerable feelings (Shefer et al., 2015). Similarly, I find a 
corresponding ambiguous pattern in how the men who participated in this 
project express vulnerability; it seems as though hurtful emotions can be rec-
ognized under certain circumstances, while in others, they must be denied, 
played down or aggressively acted out. During the interviews, they could ex-
press vulnerable feelings of being exposed to and rejected by their ex-girl-
friends, or being the victim of parental or peer violence, but in the situations 
in their youth that they recall, they did not seem to be able to acknowledge 
and regulate these feelings, but instead acted them out through aggression and 
pressurized sex. Johanssen’s (2022) psychoanalytically informed analysis of 
the ‘manosphere’ points to a similar contradictory engagement by men with 
their vulnerability in relation to women. They define themselves as victims 
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and losers, while simultaneously idealizing strong and invulnerable male fas-
cist bodies. They see themselves as being doomed to solitude, while they ag-
gressively put all the blame on women and act it out in symbolic or physical 
violence.  

Being vulnerable and a victim in relation to others is sensitive for many 
men to admit and fully inhabit, as it contradicts normative notions of mascu-
linity (e.g., Franzén & Gottzén, 2021; Shefer et al., 2015). This might be one 
of the reasons for some men’s tendency to cope with vulnerability through 
outward aggression – to punish the other for making them feel wanting and 
inadequate. Research on violent men’s accounts of their violence has often 
regarded expressions of victimhood as rhetorical resources that work to min-
imize men’s responsibility for their actions (e.g., Hearn, 1998b). When the 
men here focus their narratives on what they have been subjected to in terms 
of violence, rather than what they have subjected others to, it does have a 
quality of diverging from the researcher’s focus and attracting her empathy. I 
have also pointed to how the men’s identification with victimhood was used 
to deny their own violence and aggression, and to experience the threat as 
coming from outside (the partner) rather than from themselves. This observa-
tion runs contrary to research revealing a tendency among violent men to play 
down their own exposure and assert their masculine agency and responsibility 
(e.g., Ellis et al., 2017; Franzén & Gottzén, 2021). This difference may partly 
be explained by how violence against other men (which was the main focus 
in these studies) is regarded as heroic under certain circumstances, compared 
to the shame associated with violence against women. The latter is therefore 
in need of more moral justification. 

Another possible explanation to young men’s partial embrace of their vul-
nerabilities might be that masculine subjectivities are in a process of change. 
It may be that expressing one’s emotions and relational needs is not as stig-
matized as it was for men of an older generation (Nielsen, 2017; S. Roberts, 
2018). The transformation on the part of the young man Bojan, in relation to 
his father (discussed in Chapter 6), might thus also be influenced by a gener-
ational divide, in addition to gendered identifications, class and migration. 
From a perspective of social change and ideals of fatherhood today – the pa-
triarchal, cold and extremely violent father figures portrayed by some of the 
interviewed men, seem a rather antiquated ideal of masculinity (cf. Nielsen, 
2017). It is therefore important to stress how gendered subjectivities are 
formed in relation to both sameness and difference, within and across genders, 
but also within and across generations (Benjamin, 1995b; Chodorow, 2004, 
2011a; Nielsen, 2017). 
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Nevertheless, it seems that the interviewed men who had been especially 
exposed to the injuries of others during childhood and youth were left with 
vulnerable feelings that were difficult to reconcile with a strong masculinity, 
and that were therefore aggressively acted out, or encompassed in ambivalent 
and defensive ways. As the stories demonstrated, lacking parental care and 
recognition made it difficult to fully recognize the subjectivity of one’s part-
ner in youth. In line with theories of masculine defences against femininity 
(e.g., Benjamin, 1988), anything that might be associated with femininity 
(weakness, victimhood, dependency) has the potential to produce almost in-
tolerable feelings that are handled through projection and outward aggression 
(I am not the victim, but you are, the person I attack) (e.g., Gadd & Jefferson, 
2007). Seeing mutual recognition as an acquired capacity, based in early re-
lationships – abused young men’s tendency to act violently and aggressively 
might be overdetermined. The ability to regulate vulnerable emotions and rec-
ognize the other is thwarted, and the desire to remain strong and masculine 
might increase. The stronger the affect and the less capable he is of owning it, 
the greater the tendency to defend against and deny vulnerability. A compli-
cating factor is that, in relation to sex, men are typically expected to be pur-
suers, to take the initiative and clearly show their desire (Gunnarsson, 2020). 
At the same time, men are generally not as socialized as women into taking 
others’ perspectives, of caring for their needs and of being sensitive to one’s 
own emotions and those of others (Benjamin, 1988; Seidler, 2006). This com-
bination entails a strong risk for sexual violations and may be part of the ex-
planation for men’s overrepresentation in all forms of violence, especially 
sexual (Brå, 2009). As previous research has shown, in accordance with the 
narratives I have analysed, men are indeed fully capable of reading women’s 
embodied signals, and sexual coercion is seldom a matter of misunderstand-
ings in communication (Kitzinger & Frith, 1999). But the men we interviewed 
seemed prone to override their intuitive knowledge since they could not rec-
ognize their vulnerability to rejection and contain the associated painful af-
fects, which they sometimes did by investing in heterosexist discourses of 
male entitlement to sex. 

Normative gender patterns were also often conveyed in the family of 
origin, especially in cases where there was a dominant and violent father fig-
ure. Misogynist attitudes on the part of fathers were expressed in a multitude 
of ways – in the idea that boys and men need to be dominant, strong and fight 
back, in derogatory comments about women in general and the mother in par-
ticular, in violence towards mothers and in verbal and physical violence 
against the son when showing vulnerability and weakness. These attitudes 
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were also often reproduced in homosocial environments in school and among 
friends, in which the young men often ‘learnt’ to be violent themselves, to-
wards male peers in order to protect themselves and/or gain masculine status 
(Messerschmidt, 2012; Collier, 1998). 

The temporality of youth and violence 
A striking feature of the narratives was, not only that many men spoke of 
experiences of pressurized sex, but that their stories revealed similar temporal 
structures of retroactive perpetration. Changing discourses on sexual violence 
and a confrontation by someone, often an ex-partner, affected the men deeply, 
and reorganized their memories and sense of themselves. The new events shed 
light on a hidden or buried aspect of the earlier sexual interactions, which I, 
in line with Laplanche (1999), understand as an enigmatic message from the 
other. I argue that this message, which is denied in the first situation, is the 
woman’s sexual subjectivity (Alcoff, 2018). The men’s vulnerability to rejec-
tion as well as their guilt over violation is likewise denied, through invest-
ments in discourses that imply male entitlement to sex (e.g., Hollway, 1998; 
Schwartz & DeKeseredy, 1997). This finding of afterwardsness (Laplanche, 
1999) in the stories of sexual violence highlights a particular aspect of sex, 
namely that it simultaneously concerns our innermost self and sense of who 
we are, our most intimate intersubjective relations and our social and cultural 
milieu – for instance how we in historically changing ways name and define 
boundaries around sex and violence. For a drastic change to occur, new events 
are needed, as well as an at least incipient shift in relational understanding and 
capacity – what I, along with Benjamin (2018), comprehend as a shift from 
relating in oneness and twoness, towards thirdness and mutual recognition. 

The notion of afterwardsness also, in a more general sense, captures a psy-
choanalytical conception of temporality, which can be fruitful for understand-
ing the time of youth and how youth relates to adulthood and childhood. A 
thoroughly linear view of youth as a life phase within a normative trajectory 
is a simplification, troubled not the least by how I show that youth, and every 
new relationship, is dependent on the previous and embedded within a social 
and relational setting. Vulnerability and difficulties in establishing interde-
pendent relationships are far from unique to youth, but part of our ontological 
conditions as humans (Butler, 2021).  

Throughout the interviewees’ descriptions of their early romantic relation-
ships, we see traces, both consciously identified and unconscious, of implicit 
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patterns from earlier relationships and interactions. The narratives correspond 
with the psychoanalytic notion that childhood and youth are not just life 
phases that pass, and that one is then done with. In the stories told by the men, 
experiences from childhood and youth consistently surface that point to how 
they live on in embodied emotional interactions. Earlier memories form their 
subjectivities and ideas of themselves now and in the future. But there is also 
the inverted relationship between past and present self, which further troubles 
a normative and linear temporality.  

If afterwardsness as a concept may be used broadly to denote a phenome-
non inherent in the situation of psychoanalysis (Faimberg, 2007), it may also 
help us shed light on something inherent in the relationship of childhood, 
youth and adulthood. As Kathryn Bond Stockton argues, the child is ‘who we 
are not and in fact never were, it is the act of adults looking back’ (2009, p. 
5). In the same way, psychoanalysis, and psychodynamic psychotherapy, is 
an ‘act of adults looking back’ towards their own childhood. Psychoanalysis 
denotes a special relationship both of temporality and the adult’s relationship 
to him-/herself as young. The process involves a reinterpretation of childhood 
memories in the light of new adult knowledge, and – especially from a rela-
tional perspective – it also involves the reworking of childhood and youth 
relationships in the light of new relationships. The adult’s first-person 
knowledge of being a child and youth is always characterized by an afterwards 
formation of knowledge: knowledge of history filtered through knowledge of 
the present and with a desire concerning who to be in the future. 

Thus, the past is neither static nor objectively available, but constantly 
formed and reformed in intersubjective and socially embedded interactions. 
This is common knowledge within psychoanalytic practice. Within applied 
psychoanalytically informed research like this dissertation, this knowledge 
can be productively put to use as well. The epistemological stance I take bal-
ances between a view of reality as created and recreated (Karlsson, 2010; 
Laplanche, 1999), and of experience as being socially and culturally moulded, 
but not infinitely variational. In line with relational psychoanalysis, I under-
stand subjects to be formed by early, embodied and preverbal interactions 
with important others. These relationships are culturally and historically situ-
ated, but their subjective importance and meaning are not solely defined by 
discourse. As a consequence, new discourses on sexual grey areas and nag-
ging sex would not in themselves be sufficient to change men’s experiences 
of perpetration in an afterwards manner. There needs to be an affective em-
bodied underpinning, a subjective truth value, in order for this shift to con-
tribute to such a radical reorganization. There needs to be a message from the 
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other, to speak with Laplanche, and a subject affected by and translating this 
message. The past is not ‘a purely factual one, an unprocessed and raw 
“given”.’ Neither is it the case that ‘everyone interprets their past according 
to their present – because the past already has something deposited in it that 
demands to be deciphered, which is the message of the other person’ 
(Laplanche, 1999, p. 265). 

The idea of ‘queering temporality’ and troubling linear chronology has 
been effectively practised in relation to childhood and youth before, especially 
by queer scholars such as Stockton (2009), Freeman (2010) and Jack Hal-
berstam (2011). By drawing on the queer or gay child, normative life trajec-
tories are problematized, and the afterwards construction of childhood under-
lined. What I emphasize here and have previously elaborated on (Berggren et 
al., 2020) is how the seemingly normative life trajectories of heterosexual 
men, which move from naïve and violent youth towards mature adult non-
violence, can also be ‘queered’ or complicated. When carefully examined, and 
listening both to the discursive and to the emotional communication of these 
men, neither their view of themselves and of sexual violation nor their emo-
tional experience show a clear linear progression. They do not present a clean 
break with a criminal youth, and do not smoothly transition from a violent to 
a non-violent identity, as is sometimes assumed in the research on men’s de-
sistance from crime (e.g., Dobash, 2000; Laub & Sampson, 2003; Maruna, 
2001). Rather, their very experiences of perpetration and violence appear post 
factum, almost as a surprise to themselves – either in light of new discursive 
frames such as ‘nagging sex’, and their ex-partners’ or someone else’s con-
frontation, or after starting treatment and embracing a broader concept of vi-
olence. Upon recognizing the scope of their abusive behaviour and its influ-
ence on their partners, the men cannot simply leave violence behind and pre-
sent as reformed and mature, in contrast to youthful ignorance (e.g., Hearn, 
1998b, Lau & Stevens, 2012). Rather, their guilt and shame over perpetration 
live with them and are actually only effective retroactively. Not only do they, 
in a simple manner, come to a new realization of their actions, but the very 
experiences change in both meaning, embodied memory and affective impact. 
This changes not only who they were in the past, but who they are now. It also 
changes who they will be and strive to become in the future: generally some-
one struggling not to reproduce violence any further, and someone capable of 
being in mutual loving relationships. 

Applying the concept of afterwardsness broadly in relation to child and 
youth studies, the interviews analysed point to a phenomenon central to the 
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very notion of the child, childhood and youth and a characteristic that the re-
search interview shares with the psychotherapeutic situation. In the inter-
views, childhood and youth are constantly retroactively reproduced. Some of 
the interviewees were well into adulthood when they were interviewed, mak-
ing the afterwards and retrospective quality of their narratives obvious. The 
research object is violence that these men perpetrated in their youth on women 
partners, but the memories, experiences and how these are made sense of are 
always accessed through the present, through knowledge and experience that 
has changed since the life phase in focus. Memories are, as seen throughout 
the stories, reconstructed with time and new perspectives, and time itself blurs 
and mixes them with later events. But even the interviews that took place with 
men still in their youth, who also retold recent memories, did so after the fact, 
in light of later knowledge and often after treatment. Moreover, these inter-
views displayed large leaps in time, back to early childhood experiences, often 
of a violent, traumatic and deeply emotional nature. Thus, both the present of 
the interviews and the recollection of childhood memories create a narrative 
and emotionally subjective frame through which youth and youth violence are 
reconstructed. What I gather from these observations is that childhood and 
youth are always constructed and reconstructed in this afterwards manner, in 
peoples’ sense-making of who they are and where they come from. Interview-
ing adults on the subject of youth experiences stresses the recreated quality of 
memories, but it is not qualitatively different from interviewing young people 
themselves. Childhood and youth experiences are not automatically more 
available for children and youth, as those very experiences will temporally 
change and sometimes acquire layers of emotion and meaning that make them 
more nuanced and complex with time, as shown in my analysis of the after-
wards perpetration of violation. Stressing the nonlinear qualities of time, tem-
porality and memories helps to destabilize the idea of childhood and youth, 
seeing the (re-)constructed nature of these life phases, while simultaneously 
arguing for their vital importance and ‘real’ influence in the lives of subjects. 

In line with a psychoanalytic conceptualization of truth as both created and 
recreated (Laplanche, 1999; Karlsson, 2010), the knowledge of childhood and 
youth produced in the interviews is both subjectively ‘true’ and meaningful 
for the individual men in question, while it is also unavoidably marked by 
narrative and discursive patterns, the present and future of those men as well 
as the particular circumstances of the interview situation. If we set aside the 
idea(l) of the accurateness or objective truth of memories, and instead regard 
childhood and youth as never really past, but as living on in the mind, embod-
ied emotions, lives and identities of subjects – then a youth subject can be 
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anyone with youth experiences. As childhood and youth are never finally 
over, no one is ever only and thoroughly adult. Because memories and em-
bodied modes of being make up who we are, all ages and life phases continue 
to live on in us. We might be aware of this in narratives of who we are and 
how we became who we are, but most of the time it simply constitutes our 
way of living in the world, with our automatic responses, emotional reactions 
and patterns of intersubjective relating. 
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Sammanfattning 

Ämnet för denna avhandling är unga mäns våld mot kvinnor. Genom halv-
strukturerade djupintervjuer med nio män som utövat våld mot kvinnliga part-
ner i sin ungdom, samt en intervju med mamman till en av männen, undersö-
ker jag hur männen berättar om sina erfarenheter av våld.  

Bakgrunden till ämnesvalet är den begränsade kunskap som finns om unga 
mäns egna erfarenheter av våldsutövning i en heterosexuell parrelation, i ett 
svenskt sammanhang. Den forskning som finns om våld i ungas parrelationer 
i ett internationellt perspektiv är i huvudsak kvantitativ, med några få undan-
tag. Samtidigt visar den forskning som finns att våld i ungas nära relationer är 
ett utbrett problem som inte tillräckligt uppmärksammats, vare sig i forsk-
ningen eller i stöd- och hjälpinsatser i samhället. Därför är det motiverat att 
närmare studera unga mäns våld mot kvinnor i nära relationer. Mitt empiriskt 
motiverade syfte var därför att undersöka mäns erfarenheter av att vara våld-
samma mot kvinnliga partner i ungdomen. 

För att fånga männens egna erfarenheter, och samtidigt ta hänsyn till de 
sociala och relationella sammanhang som våldet förekommer inom, menar jag 
att psykosociala perspektiv är användbara. Inom psykosocial kriminologi har 
forskare tidigare studerat en kombination av psykologiska faktorer utifrån 
psykoanalytiska teorier, och sociala och samhälleliga faktorer utifrån post-
strukturalistiska teorier om diskurser. För att bygga vidare på detta angrepps-
sätt, men samtidigt fördjupa analysen av de intersubjektiva aspekterna av 
unga mäns våld mot kvinnor, valde jag att använda mig av psykoanalytikern 
Jessica Benjamins (1988, 1995a, 2018) teorier om erkännande, genus och in-
tersubjektivitet. Ett mer teoretiskt motiverat syfte var härmed att utforska den 
genuspräglade intersubjektiva dynamiken i unga mäns våld mot kvinnliga 
partner.  

De män som intervjuats inom ramen för studien var alla unga (definierat 
som under 25 år) när de första gången utövade våld mot en kvinna i en parre-
lation. Vid tidpunkten för intervjun var fyra av männen under, och fem över, 
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25. Anledningen till att vi i forskningsprojektet28 valde att inkludera även män 
över 25, var för att det av flera anledningar visade sig oerhört svårt att rekry-
tera unga män till studien. Detta berodde framför allt på att så få av de be-
handlingsorganisationer för våld i nära relationer som vi försökte rekrytera 
informanter genom, hade unga män i behandling. Och det känsliga ämnet 
gjorde det svårt att hitta intervjupersoner på andra sätt, även om vi lyckades 
rekrytera några med hjälp av fysiska annonser samt annonser på nätet. Oavsett 
männens ålder var ämnet för intervjuerna det våld de utövat mot kvinnor i 
nära relationer i ungdomen.  

Metoden som jag använt för att intervjua, samt för att tematisera och ana-
lysera intervjuerna, är inspirerad av Hollways och Jeffersons (2013) psykoso-
ciala metodologi, som syftar till att fånga både omedvetna psykologiska och 
diskursiva aspekter i intervjumaterialet. Jag har också hämtat inspiration från 
Margareta Hydéns (2014) berättarfokuserade intervjumetod.  

I intervjuerna kom det fram att männen i stor utsträckning hade varit utsatta 
för våld under barndom och ungdom. Dels hade många utsatts för våld av 
föräldrar, framför allt av fäder och styvfäder. De hade även ofta blivit expo-
nerade för faderns våld mot modern. Dels hade många män blivit utsatta för, 
och utövat, våld mot andra killar under uppväxten. Detta tidiga våld utgjorde 
ett tydligt sammanhang för det partnervåld de unga männen berättade om, 
vilket framkom både explicit och implicit genom berättelserna. Detta fynd går 
i linje med tidigare forskning som pekat på ett tydligt samband mellan att ut-
sättas för, och att själv senare utöva våld i en nära relation, särskilt bland män. 
Men för att förstå hur detta våld reproduceras använde jag mig av det psyko-
sociala teoretiska ramverket och framför allt Benjamins teorier om erkän-
nande. Eftersom de första kärleksrelationerna ofta inleddes i en brytpunkt 
mellan beroende av föräldrar, vänner och flickvänner, blev det olika intersub-
jektiva relationerna centrala för att förstå reproduktionen av våld. Genom te-
orier om erkännande kan jag peka på att det som männen verkade reproducera 
från ett sammanhang till nästa var maskulint präglade dominansrelationer, i 
motsats till relationer av ömsesidigt erkännande. 

Genom analysen blev det alltså tydligt att de situationer som beskrevs, då 
männen utövade våld mot en partner, kunde förstås som interaktioner då ett 
ömsesidigt erkännande bröt samman. Männen kunde inte relatera till den 
kvinnliga andre som till ett subjekt i egen rätt, med agens och egna intentioner, 
utan bemötte henne som ett objekt han kunde dominera. Den hierarkiska 
                                                      
28 Avhandlingen utgör en del av ett större projekt: Föräldrars och vänners respons på killars 
våld mot tjejer i nära relationer, finansierat av Forte: Forskningsrådet för hälsa, arbetsliv och 
välfärd, 2014-0222. 
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’herre-slav-relation’ som beskrevs påminde om de tidigare relationer männen 
hade beskrivit, särskilt till fäder och andra killar. I de relationerna var det vik-
tigt för männen att inte visa svaghet eller sårbarhet, för att få erkännande och 
bekräftas som maskulina. Sålunda begripliggör jag reproduktionen av våld; 
dels som ett genuspräglat identifikationsmönster som framför allt reproduce-
ras mellan män, och dels som att det har att göra med förmågan till ömsesidigt 
erkännande, som är något som utvecklas (eller inte utvecklas) tidigt i barnets 
interaktion med sina föräldrar. För männen som i sin barndom inte blivit er-
kända av sina föräldrar, vilket kan anas utifrån den våldsamma och dysfunkt-
ionella familjesituation som beskrevs, blev det svårt att erkänna en kvinnlig 
partner.  

Vidare visar jag hur mönster av bristande erkännande i intervjumaterialet 
hänger samman med diskurser om maskulinitet och heterosexualitet. Genom 
att investera i olika diskurser om maskulin styrka och kontroll, eller om mäns 
starka sexdrift och rätt till sex i ett heterosexuellt förhållande, kunde männen 
förneka både den andras (kvinnans) subjektivitet och sin egen sårbarhet. Män-
nen gav uttryck för en ambivalent och motsägelsefull inställning till den egna 
sårbarheten. Å ena sidan kunde de förneka sitt våldsutövande genom att be-
tona sin egen utsatthet, och förlägga hotet och våldet utanför sig själva (i fan-
tasin om partnern eller i en våldsam fadersfigur). För att upprätthålla en själv-
bild som ”icke-våldsam” såg de bara grovt fysiskt våld som våld. Å andra 
sidan verkade de i interaktionerna med en partner i ungdomen som de beskrev 
ha haft mycket svårt att erkänna och härbärgera sårbara känslor. Istället age-
rade de ut genom ilska och aggression eller genom att inte acceptera ett ”nej” 
till sex. På så vis framstår det som att de projicerade sin egen sårbarhet på 
partnern, genom att göra henne till offer för de egna ohanterliga känslorna av 
svaghet och bristande kontroll. Vägen ur denna destruktiva dominansrelation 
är att erkänna sitt eget icke-erkännande av den andre, och att därmed äga och 
härbärgera skulden för överträdelsen. På så vis kan brottet repareras i en strä-
van mot ömsesidigt erkännande.   

Erfarenheter av att ha utövat sexuellt våld i gråzonen mellan sex och våld-
täkt – det männen ofta kallade för ”tjatsex” – var vanligt förekommande i 
intervjuerna. Genomgående var en upplevelse av att först i efterhand ha drab-
bats av och förstått den fulla innebörden av sina handlingar i ungdomen. Jag 
analyserar detta fenomen med hjälp av den psykoanalytiska termen Nachträg-
lichkeit eller afterwardsness (som ungefär betyder ”i efterhand” och fångar en 
temporal omkastning av orsak och verkan) (Laplanche, 1999). För att en hän-
delse ska få retroaktiv verkan behöver det först vara något svårbegripligt i den 
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första situationen, som inte kan förstås eller tolkas vid tidpunkten. Sen behö-
ver en andra, senare, händelse kasta nytt ljus över den första, så att denna blir 
begriplig och får effekt – och kan därmed påverka individen på ett djupgående 
affektivt sätt i efterhand.  

För intervjupersonerna var situationerna med ”tjatsex” som de beskrev re-
lativt oproblematiska vid tidpunkten för dem, i ungdomen. Samtidigt var det 
något som gjorde dem en aning olustiga. När männen senare blev tvåfaldigt 
konfronterade: dels med diskursen om ”tjatsex” och gränsöverskridanden, 
dels med den dåvarande partnerns upplevelse av händelserna, verkar deras 
upplevelser, minnen och förkroppsligade känslor av händelserna ha förändrats 
drastiskt. Jag förstår denna omkastning med hjälp av den psykoanalytiska sy-
nen på tiden som icke-linjär och subjektiv; våra minnen och subjektiviteter 
omvandlas ständigt i ljuset av nya upplevelser, och utifrån en idé om framti-
den. Denna temporala dimension är också ett centralt bidrag till barn- och 
ungdomsvetenskaplig forskning och teoretiserande, då den även visar på en 
viktig aspekt av hur barndom och ungdom ständigt blir till och omskapas, och 
att även vuxna intervjupersoner därmed kan vara ”ungdomssubjekt”. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A1: Advertisement (text) 
 
 
HAR DU GÅTT ÖVER GRÄNSEN I EN RELATION? 
Har du haft svårt att hantera din ilska i en relation? Har du varit 
kontrollerande eller hotfull mot en tjej? Vi söker nu killar som vill berätta 
om sina egna erfarenheter till en studie! Intervjun tar ca en timme och allt är 
självklart helt anonymt. Se overgrans.wordpress.com för mer info. 
 
LUCAS GOTTZÉN 
KALLE BERGGREN 
HANNA BORNÄS 
Barn- och ungdomsvetenskapliga institutionen,  
Stockholms universitet 
lucas.gottzen@buv.su.se 

 
English translation: 
HAVE YOU CROSSED A LINE IN A RELATIONSHIP? 
Have you had problems with anger management in your relationship? Have 
you been controlling or threatening towards a girl? We are looking for 
young men who want to share their experiences for a study! The interview 
takes about an hour, and everything is of course completely confidential. See  
overgrans.wordpress.com for more info. 

 
LUCAS GOTTZÉN 
KALLE BERGGREN 
HANNA BORNÄS 
Department of Child and Youth Studies,  
Stockholm University 
lucas.gottzen@buv.su.se 
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Appendix A2: Advertisement (text) 
 
 
HAR DU REFLEKTERAT ÖVER DINA HANDLINGAR  
EFTER #ME TOO?  
Vi söker nu killar som vill berätta om sina egna erfarenheter till en pågående 
studie! Du som har varit med om sexuella gråzoner eller gått över gränsen –
hör av dig till oss! Intervjun tar ca en timme och allt är självklart helt 
anonymt. Se overgrans.wordpress.com för mer info. 

 
 
LUCAS GOTTZÉN 
KALLE BERGGREN 
HANNA BORNÄS 
Barn- och ungdomsvetenskapliga institutionen,  
Stockholms universitet 
lucas.gottzen@buv.su.se 
 
 
English translation: 
HAVE YOU REFLECTED ON YOUR ACTIONS 
AFTER #ME TOO? 
We are looking for young men who want to share their own experiences for 
an ongoing study! If you have been involved in sexual grey areas or crossed 
the line – contact us! The interview takes about an hour and everything is of 
course completely confidential. See overgrans.wordpress.com for more info. 

 
LUCAS GOTTZÉN 
KALLE BERGGREN 
HANNA BORNÄS 
Department of Child and Youth Studies,  
Stockholm University 
lucas.gottzen@buv.su.se 
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Appendix B: Interview guide 
 
 
Intervjuguide 
Intervjun är semi-strukturerad och fokuserar på nedstående teman (i fetstil). 
 
Relationen till närstående 
Berätta lite om dig själv (boende, familj, vänner, ev. arbete, utbildning) 
Kan du berätta om din relation till föräldrar och dina vänner?  
 
Våldet 
Beskriv våldet. Vad har hänt? Hur har det gått till?  
Specificera. Ge exempel. 
 
Närståendes relationer till våldet  
Vem eller vilka känner till att våld förekommer?  
Kan du berätta om vad de känner till? Pratar de med varandra om våldet?  
Kan du berätta om någon gång de försökte göra något åt det?  
 
Har relationerna till dina närstående förändrats sedan de fick reda på att våld 
förekommer? Förhåller sig din tjejs familj annorlunda än din?  
 
Önskad respons 
Hur skulle du reagera om du fick reda på att någon i din närhet var våldsam 
mot sin partner?  
Vad är det bästa/ideala stödet?  
Vad vill du att närstående ska säga och göra? 
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Appendix B: Interview guide (English translation) 
 
 
Interview guide 
The interview is semi-structured and focuses on the following themes (in 
bold). 
 
Intimate relationships 
Can you tell me a little about yourself (housing, family, friends, work if any, 
education)? 
Can you tell me about your relationships with parents and friends? 
 
Violence 
Describe the violence. What has happened? How did it occur?  
Specify. Give examples. 
 
How close others relate to the violence 
Who knows that violence occurs? 
Can you tell me what they know? Do they talk to each other about the 
violence? 
Can you tell me about a time when they tried to intervene? 

 
Have your close relationships changed since they learnt about the violence? 
Is the attitude of your girlfriend’s family different from that of your family? 

 
Desired response 
How would you react if you learnt that someone close to you was violent 
towards their partner? 
What is the best/ideal support? 
What do you want your close relations to say and do? 
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Appendix C: Information letter 
 
 
Studie om aggression och sexuella gråzoner 
Just nu genomför vi en studie med män som i unga år (upp till 25 år) har gått 
över gränsen mot en kvinnlig dejt eller partner. Det kan röra sig om att ha 
varit hotfull, kontrollerande eller att ha svårt att hantera ilska och aggression 
i en relation. Det kan också ha handlat om direkt fysiskt våld eller att ha rört 
sig i sexuella gråzoner, vid enstaka eller flera tillfällen. Vi vill undersöka 
killars egna erfarenheter av sådana situationer, och hur deras relationer till 
tjejer, vänner och familj har varit. Vi vill även ta reda på hur killar upplever 
att omgivningen reagerat. 

Varför gör vi studien? 
Det behövs mer kunskap om unga män som gått över gränsen mot en tjej. 
Det är något vanligt men som samtidigt är svårt att prata om eftersom det 
kan upplevas som skamligt och alltför privat. Det finns mycket lite stöd till 
just unga män som gått över gränsen. Det är viktigt att få mer kunskap om 
dessa frågor för att kunna utveckla rätt form av stöd. Vi vill höra män i alla 
åldrar berätta om sina tidigare erfarenheter och perspektiv på vad som hänt 
och söker deltagare som kan tänka sig att bli intervjuade. 

Vad innebär det att delta i studien? 
En intervju tar 1-2 timmar. Vi vill höra din historia om vad som hände och 
hur du upplevde det. Vi kommer också att fråga om vad du berättat för fa-
milj och vänner, och hur de reagerat då. Att delta i studien är helt frivilligt. 
Du väljer själv hur mycket du vill berätta. Din berättelse kommer att anony-
miseras. Det innebär att alla namn och andra detaljer kommer att ändras så 
att utomstående inte ska kunna identifiera dig. 

Vad händer sen? 
Genom att delta i studien bidrar du till ny kunskap om unga män som gått 
över gränsen. Vår förhoppning är att kunskapen på sikt kan bidra till att 
minska och förebygga våld och skapa bättre stöd till alla inblandade. Materi-
alet vi samlar in kommer endast att användas till forskning. Det innebär att 
vi kommer att skriva om det i en bok och andra vetenskapliga texter. Vi 
kommer också att berätta om studien på konferenser för andra forskare och 
för människor som arbetar med frågor om unga män och relationer. 
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Kan du tänka dig att bli intervjuad? 
Då kan du kontakta oss på följande sätt: Mejla till hanna.bornas@buv.su.se, 
sms:a eller ring Hanna Bornäs på XXXX-XXXXXX.. 

Med vänliga hälsningar, 
Hanna Bornäs och Lucas Gottzén 

 

Appendix C: Information letter (English translation) 
 
 
Study on aggression and sexual grey areas 
We are presently conducting a study with men who have crossed the line 
against a female date or partner during their youth (before 25 years of age). 
This may involve having been threatening, controlling or finding it difficult 
to manage anger and aggression in a relationship. It may also be about direct 
physical violence or having been involved in sexual grey areas, occasionally 
or several times. We want to investigate young men’s own experiences of 
such situations, and how their relationships with girls, friends and family 
have been. We also want to know how young men experience the reactions 
of those around them. 

Why are we conducting this study? 
We need more knowledge about young men who have crossed the line 
against a girl. This is something common, but also something that is difficult 
to talk about because it can be experienced as shameful and too private. 
There is very little support particularly for young men who have crossed a 
line. To develop the right kind of support, it is important to gain more 
knowledge of these issues. We want to listen to men of all ages who are 
willing to share their experiences and perspectives, and we are looking for 
participants who are willing to be interviewed. 

What does participating in the study entail?  
An interview takes 1-2 hours. We want to listen to your story about what has 
happened and how you experienced it. We will also ask about what you 
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have told family and friends, and how they have reacted. Participation is 
completely voluntary. You choose how much you want to disclose. Your 
story will be anonymized. That means all names and details about you will 
be changed so that no one will be able to identify you.  

What happens afterwards? 
By participating in this study, you contribute to generating new knowledge 
about young men who have crossed the line. Our hope is that, with time, this 
knowledge will contribute to the reduction and prevention of violence, and 
to provision of better support to everyone affected. The material we collect 
will only be used for research purposes. This means we will write about it in 
a book and in other scientific publications. We will also share the findings of 
our study at conferences, with other researchers and with people working 
with issues concerning young men and relationships.   

Are you willing to be interviewed?  
Contact us by e-mailing to hanna.bornas@buv.su.se, send a text message or 
call Hanna Bornäs at XXXX-XXXXXX. 

Best wishes, 
Hanna Bornäs and Lucas Gottzén 
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