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What Is the Problem? Representations of
Men's Violence Against Women in a
Swedish Context

Helena Hoppstadius
Mid Sweden University

Abstract

Abuse and violence against women is not only a serious violation of human rights,
but is also, according to the Swedish government, the most acute and greatest
obstacle to a gender-equal society. The aim of the current study was to investigate
discourses that govern social work practice in Sweden analysed discourses of
violence against women in five Swedish public working guidelines using Carol
Bacchi’s social constructivist analytical approach What's the Problem Represented
to Be? Our findings show that violence is framed in the guidelines within a
heterosexual context and is represented as an individual problem of women within
close relations and families. This framing also promotes a division between violence
against Swedish-born women and violence against foreign-born women. The
analysis also shows that equality seems to be more about the inclusion of men rather
than looking after women's situations. How violence against women is understood
will affect how violence can be predicted, prevented, and treated, and thus there is a
risk that these representations might affect women subjected to violence differently
depending on how social workers interpret and apply these guidelines. Findings also
suggest that these representations maintain gender hierarchies and other structural
and societal inequalities and ignore violence against women as a major global social
problem.

Keywords: men’s violence against women, violence in close relationships, honour-
related violence, social work, social policy
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¢, Cudl Es el Problema? Representaciones
de la Violencia de los Hombres Contra
las Mujeres en el Contexto Sueco

Helena Hoppstadius
Mid Sweden University

Abstract

Los abusos y la violencia contra las mujeres constituyen una grave violacion de los
derechos humanos, y de acuerdo al Gobierno sueco, es el obstaculo principal en una
sociedad de igualdad de género. El objetivo de este estudio fue investigar los
discursos que rigen la préctica del trabajo social en Suecia, analizamos discursos de
violencia contra mujeres en cinco directrices de servicio publico en Suecia usando el
enfoque analitico constructivista social de Bacchi (1999). Los resultados muestran
que la violencia se enmarca en un contexto heterosexual e individual de mujeres en
relaciones cercanas y familiares. Se verifica una diferencia entre violencia contra
mujeres nacidas en Suecia y las nacidas en el extranjero. Asimismo se muestra que
el foco de esa similitud es la mayor atencion que se brinda a la inclusion de los
hombres, sobre la situacién de las mujeres. La definicion de violencia contra las
mujeres afecta la forma de predecir, prevenir y tratar esta, asi como la interpretacion
e implementacion de las directrices. Nuestros resultados verifican que estas
representaciones reproducen inequidades estructurales y jerarquias de género
ignorando la violencia contra las mujeres como un importante problema social
global.

Keywords: violencia de hombres contra mujeres; violencia en relaciones cercanas,
violencia relacionada con el honor; trabajo social; politica social
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of human rights (e.g. Garcia-Moreno, 2006), but is also,

according to the Swedish government, the most acute and greatest

obstacle to a gender-equal society (Regeringen, 2018). The work
to combat men’s violence against women has been on the political agenda in
recent decades, and academics, activists, social workers, and social
reformers have issued a call to action. The visibility of the problem and its
magnitude have resulted in a great deal of commitment, and various
lobbying organisations have succeeded in challenging attitudes sanctioning
violence against women (Eduards 2002; Heise et al. 2002; Mattsson 2011).
Swedish legislation has been tightened to protect women, and there have
been several changes in policy regarding violence against women since 1965
when Sweden was the first country in the world to introduce a law against
marital rape.

Despite changes in legislation and new approaches to the problem, men’s
violence against women is still a frequent and serious problem. Estimates are
that every third woman in the world has been subjected to violence at some
point in her life, and women are more frequently subjected to violence by a
person close to them compared to men (Johnsson-Latham, 2005; World
Health Organization, 2014; Hvitfeldt, Westerberg & Irelander Strid, 2016).
The superior position of men in society furthermore contributes to the fact
that women's life situation is affected to a greater extent than men in similar
situations (Holmberg, Stjernqvist, & Sorensen, 2005).

Over the past decade, the Swedish Government has increased its efforts
to combat violence and to increase the awareness of violence against
women. This ambition is evident by various policies such as the Swedish
government’s communication “Power, goals and agency — a feminist policy”
(Skr. 2016/17:10) and the government’s “Action Plan for combating men’s
violence against women, violence and oppression in the name of honour, and
violence in same-sex relationships” (Skr 2007/08:39).

How men's violence against women is framed in policies has practical
significance on several levels. This is because in addition to clarifying
society's position, the frameworks of such policies also highlight how to pay
attention to and address a particular problem. A policy operates on both a
practical because it is centred on a real “problem” and on a symbolic level
because it represents or attempts to influence society's values and beliefs

Q buse and violence against women is not only a serious violation
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(Krizsan & Popa, 2010; Murray & Powell, 2009). Such policies in turn have
an impact on professionals', for example, social workers', understandings,
reflections, and practices (e.g. Burnett, Ford-Gilboe, Berman, Wathen, &
Ward-Griffin, 2016; Ljungwald, 2011). Therefore, because policies have a
normative role, it is important to consider how they represent a certain
problem and what the consequences of such representations might be.

The purpose of this study was to examine discourses about violence
against women that govern social work practice in Sweden using Carol
Bacchi’s social constructivist analytical approach What's the Problem
Represented to Be? (WPR). Discourses of violence against women in five
Swedish public working guidelines that were derived from the “Action Plan
for combating men’s violence against women, violence and oppression in
the name of honour, and violence in same-sex relationships” (Skr
2007/08:39). This work focused on three central research questions. (1) How
do the working guidelines term men's violence against women? (2) Which
theories are used to explain violence against women? (3) How is violence
against women defined?

Policy representations of violence against women

The problem of violence in general is situated in contexts where different
discourses express society’s view of the problem in the shape of legal
aspects, social norms, and media attention (Ljungwald, 2011; Lorentzen,
2008; Wendt, 2002). These discourses change over time and affect those
considered to be victims of violence and perpetrators, how to consider
causes of violence, what acts are regarded as violent acts, and so on.

In addition, the terms used to name violence against women, such as
family violence and domestic violence, can be understood in different ways.
On the one hand, the policies define the terms that are used, and thus they
can include different persons in different policy contexts. For example, in an
Australian context the terms family violence and domestic violence include
family members, former partners, people sharing the household, and/or other
related persons regardless of gender depending on which policy is being
considered (Murray & Powell, 2009). In Canadian policy use, the term
family violence pays particularly attention to children, while women do not
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have any prominent place and are even presented as co-responsible for the
violence that children are exposed to (Nixon och Tutty, 2009).

On the other hand, such terms represent implicit understandings of
violence against women. For instance, family violence and domestic violence
indicate in which context the violence is located. These representations place
the causes of violence on family members and people's homes (Pratt, 2000),
with the consequence that the violence might be interpreted as less serious
because these terms are associate with people's homes and with privacy
(Bacchi, 1999; Hearn & McKie, 2008). Emphasising the importance of the
home also jeopardises focusing on violence among couples who do not live
together or violence that occurs outside the home (Hearn & McKie, 2008;
Watson, 2001). Family perspectives also often assume that the violence is
caused by dysfunctional individuals or relationships and that such violence
should be addressed on an individual level (Nixon & Tutty, 2009).

Because family violence and domestic violence are gender neutral, they
do not indicate who is considered the offender and who is considered the
victim. In other words, gender-neutral terms hide the fact that it is primarily
women who are exposed to violence and that the perpetrators most often are
men (Holmberg, Stjernqvist & Sorensen, 2005). Terms like wife abuse and
violence against women, clarify that it is (mostly) women who are subjected
to violence, but these terms still conceal the perpetrator. A term that
highlights the more complex nature of violence, and reveals both perpetrator
and victim, is men's violence against women. Although gender-neutral terms
hide the gender of both perpetrators and victims, some argues even though
gender-neutral terms are used in policies, these policies still interpret and
explain violence from a gender perspective (Murray & Powell, 2009; Hearn
& McKie, 2008). For example, some countries in Central and Eastern
European include implicit gender-equality elements in their gender-neutral
perspectives (Krizan & Popa, 2014).

In some contexts, violence against women is described in terms of
honour-related violence, a term specifically focusing on immigrant
populations (Burman, 2012; Carbin, 2014; Hong, 2014). Some argue that
honour-related violence is to be seen as a form of gender-based violence,
while others are critical of such an approach because such violence can also
affect men (Gill, 2010; Idriss, 2017). In a Finnish context, Hong (2014)
found two forms of causal explanations for such violence. The first was
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related to a lack of gender equality, while the other was related to a culture
in which the violence was framed as a consequence of power relations in
patriarchal families, men’s backgrounds, and social roots in women's
countries of origin and in immigrant communities. The term honour-related
violence might affect how to interpret the violence because honour can have
many meanings, and it is often associated with respect and dignity and can
thus lead to the appearance of such violence as defendable (Gill & Brah,
2014).

In addition, policies can refer to various forms of violence such as sexual
and physical violence; psychological, social, and emotional violence; social
isolation; economic violence; and damage of property (Murray & Powell,
2009). Concepts such as abuse, violence, and battery indicate physical
violence, while concepts such violation and insult might be more difficult to
define (Hearn & McKie, 2008). Definitions of violence and violent acts are
thus central, not only because they determine how violence is explained and
understood and should be treated, also because they affect how we use
statistics to understand the problem (ltzin, 2000).

Swedish policy context

In years past, there was great tolerance for men’s violence against women in
Sweden. The violence was looked upon as a private issue outside the public
policy domain, and violence against women was explained by alcohol
consumption among men, marital or family relationship problems, and other
individual problems, but such violence began to be interpreted as a problem
due to gender aspects when the Violence Against Women Act was adopted
in 1998 (Leander, 2006; Nilsson, 2009; Wendt, 2002). Today Sweden is one
of the few countries in Europe that considers violence against women from a
structural gender-equality perspective, and the responsibility for helping and
supporting women subjected to violence is stated in the Swedish Social
Services Act (SFS 2001:453. Socialtjanstlagen ([Cit. SoL].). A structural
gender-equality perspective emphasises women as particularly vulnerable,
and it understands violence as a universal problem, meaning that it can affect
individuals regardless of class, age, functional ability, ethnicity, or personal
beliefs (Krizan & Popa, 2014). Hearn, Strid, Husu, and Verloo (2016) state
that Swedish policies visualise the interaction between gender and other
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inequality aspects (age, ethnicity, disability, etc.) through the division of
women into different target groups, the categorisation of women in
"particularly vulnerable groups” is, according to them, a way to emphasise
that violence is interpreted from an intersectional perspective (i.e. it takes
into account gender and various aspects that can complicate the situation of
women). However, critics argue that Swedish legislation is exclusionary in
both how it frames the problem of violence and how it is applied. Ekstrém
(2012) is of the opinion that the categorisation and the attention to different
specific aspects of inequality place the responsibility for the violence on
women and not on social structures in society, which might result in
inadequate support that does not meet women’s individual needs (Ekstrom,
2012). Some also claim that Swedish policies do not problematise violence
against women theoretically to any significant extent and that violence is
framed as problem of individuals in heterosexual relationships (Burman,
2010; 2012; Wendt, 2012). Others point out that foreign-born women’s
vulnerability in practice is considered a non-Swedish problem because
women who lack a permanent residence permit do not have the same legal
rights as Swedish-born women. In addition, women subjected to so-called
honour-related violence are interpreted and framed as either active agents (if
they have left their family) or as victims due to cultural aspects (Burman,
2012; Carbin, 2014). Honour-related violence is also, according to some,
represented as a matter of integration or lack of integration in Swedish
society (Balkmar, lovanni & Pringle, 2009).

Methodology

To analyse discourses of men's violence against women in Swedish policies,
the study used Carol Bacchi’s (1999) social constructivist approach What's
the Problem Represented to Be? (WPR). In line with Bacchi, we regard
discourse as more than language. Discourses are also ideas, beliefs, and
theories about the world that are used to frame a problem, and a basic
assumption in WPR is that policies contain both explicit and implicit
framings of a problem, i.e. problem representations. There might, in other
words, be different underlying understandings of causes of violence against
women within a text that are in contrast to those understandings that are
clearly stated in the policy. WPR makes it possible to study how the
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discourse and the use of language around a representation of a problem |
affect how the problem is perceived, the possible assumptions that underlie
the problem, and how the effects differ when some issues are considered
problematic while others are considered problem-free. Policies based on this
approach are not only considered as attempts to solve a particular problem,
but also as things that can actually create or constitute a problem. The
framing of a problem is therefore central because it will consequently affect
what we consider needs to be done to address the problem. It is therefore
important to study concepts such as domestic violence and family violence
to see how they are part of the problem representation in a policy (Bacchi,
1999). Bacchi’s approach is based on the following critical questions with
respect to the main question of what it is represented as a "problem" in a
specific policy (Question 1). What deep-seated presuppositions or
assumptions underlie this representation of the “problem” (problem
representation)? (Question 2) How has this representation of the “problem”
come about? (Question 3) What is left unproblematic in this problem
representation? Where are the silences? Can the ‘problem’ be thought about
differently? (Question 4) What effects (discursive, subjectification, lived)
are produced by this representation of the ‘problem’? (Question 5) How and
where has this representation of the “problem” been produced, disseminated
and defended? How has it been and/or how can it be disrupted and replaced?
(Question 6) (Bacchi & Goodwin, 2016, p. 20).

The problem in focus in this study is men’s violence against women, and
the material examined consists of five Swedish public working guidelines
derived from the Swedish Action Plan (Skr. 2007/08:39) concerning
violence against women. The focus of the individual guides is women with
addiction or addiction problems, women with disabilities, elderly women,
women with a foreign background, and persons exposed to honour-related
violence and oppression. The overall purpose that unites these guides is to
improve awareness and competence in matters of violence among
professions operating within areas such as the social services, health care,
the police, and NGOs. In addition to providing information and knowledge
about women subjected to violence in general, the guides focus on the
specific situations of the previously mentioned groups of women, children
subjected to violence, society’s responsibilities, different interventions, and
guidance on how to meet and act when supporting women subjected to
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violence. The guides were published in 2011 and 2013 and can be accessed
via the National Board of Health and Welfare'. Table 1 lists the included
guidelines.

Table 1
Included working guidelines.

Year of Publication, Title
1 Socialstyrelsen (2011a). Sallan sedda: utbildningsmaterial om vald mot
kvinnor med funktionsnedsattning [Looking the Other Way: A Study
Guide to Female Victims of Violence with Disabilities]. Stockholm:;
Socialstyrelsen

2 Socialstyrelsen (2011b). Skylla sig sjalv?: utbildningsmaterial om vald
mot kvinnor med missbruks- eller beroendeproblem [Their Own
Fault? A Study Guide to Female Victims of Violence with Substance
Abuse or Addiction Problems]. Stockholm: Socialstyrelsen.

3 Socialstyrelsen (2013a). Blanader och silverhar: utbildningsmaterial
om vald mot aldre kvinnor [Bruises and Silver Hair: A Study Guide
to Violence Against Older Women]. Stockholm: Socialstyrelsen.

4  Socialstyrelsen (2013b). Ensam och utsatt: utbildningsmaterial om
vald mot kvinnor med utldndsk bakgrund [Alone and Vulnerable: A
Study Guide to Violence Against Women With a Foreign
Background]. Stockholm: Socialstyrelsen.

5  Socialstyrelsen (2013c). Vand dem inte ryggen: utbildningsmaterial
om hedersrelaterat vald och fortryck [Don’t Turn Them Away: A
Study Guide to Honour Related Violence and Oppression].
Stockholm: Socialstyrelsen.

Initially, the linguistic characteristics of the texts were analysed through a
textual reading of the parts describing violence against women and social
services responsible for supporting these women, in order to get an overview
of the discursive processes in the working guidelines. Then three different
aspects of the texts were studied. The first aspect aimed to identify how
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violence against women is termed, it was an analysis of the words used to
describe men's violence against women. The second aspect investigated
framings of violence. Words, statements and assumptions, as well as
interventions claiming to address the problem, were explored to determine
which theories the guides use to explain violence against women, including
both explicit and implicit framings. In other words, the analysis to determine
if the violence is interpreted from a structural gender-equality perspective or
as the result of other causes. The last aspect investigated how violence
against women is defined. The reading focused on words and statements
describing violence against women in order to determine which acts are
considered to be violent acts.

In order to provide an alternative picture of how the discourses in the
working guidelines can be understood, | theorised on what these
representations hide, the possible consequences of this ignorance, and who
most likely will benefit from these representations. The results are presented
under the following headings: Terms used to name violence against women,
Framings of violence against women, and Definitions of violence. Since
language use affects the meaning of sentences in a text, the included
quotations have been translated to illustrate their meaning.

Results
Terms used to name violence against women

How violence against women is termed is vital because it says something
about who are included (or excluded) as victims of violence and as
perpetrators. The analysis shows that the guides use two disparate gender-
neutral terms hiding both the victims and perpetrators, as well as their
genders — violence in close relationships (VCR) and honour-related violence
and oppression (HRV). VCR points out in what kind of relationship the
violence is perpetrated, while HRV indicates the underlying causes of the
violence.

It is primarily the partners or former partners of the women, other family
members, and relatives who are considered to be closely related persons
(namely, the perpetrator) in VCR. It can also be other persons with different
kinds of relationships to women, for example professionals within special
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accommodation, personnel within health and social care, neighbours, as well
as persons who have otherwise had a close relationship with the victim. For
women with alcohol abuse or addiction problems, closely related persons
also include temporary personal contacts, police officers, prison guards, and
treatment specialists (Socialstyrelsen, 2011b, p. 16). The term VCR does not
say anything about who primarily are considered to be victims of violence,
but according to the guidelines both women and men can be subjected to
violence.

The term “close relation” can thus indicate that there is a closeness
between victims and perpetrators, or that the perpetrator is spatially close.
These representations show that it is a woman’s own individual life situation
that determines who is close to her or not, with the consequence that it is
sometimes difficult to determine who is to be considered a closely related
person (i.e. perpetrator) or not.

When it comes to HRV, the term indicates why women are subjected to
violence, namely that the violence occurs in a family with norms of honour.
Because the word “honour” is often associated with respect and dignity, such
violence might be understood as legitimate and understandable (cf. Gill &
Brah, 2014). Although the term hides both victims and perpetrators, but the
guide mentions victims of HRV as women, men, and transgender persons.
Those who are stated as possible perpetrators is a more limited group of
peoples than those in VCR, and it includes only men and women within in
the immediate family and other close relatives. A possible consequence of
framing such violence as “family violence” is that violence against foreign-
born women outside this inner circle is overlooked and that other kinds of
violence (i.e. VCR) are ignored. The description of such violence as
occurring within the family also risks that efforts will be aimed only at
families and family members and that structural causes of violence in society
will be overlooked.

Both VCR and HRV have a clear emphasis on family members and
relatives as well as other closely related persons as perpetrators, which
locates the violence within the private sphere. This might lead to
understandings of the violence as a private problem and thus that violence as
a global social problem is ignored. The use of two different terms, including
different victims and perpetrators, also creates a distinction between Swedish
women and foreign-born women. When violence is associated with women’s
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backgrounds, there is a risk that the violence will be collectivised and that
the solution to the problem and to women’s vulnerability will be linked to
culture and ethnicity (cf. Gill & Brah, 2014).

Framings of violence against women

It is not just the way violence against women is termed that matters. Also
central is the framing of the problem, meaning the theoretical understanding
of violence against women. Although the guides mention a variety of
theories as useful to understanding violence against women, the guides
provide only limited information on structural, socioeconomic,
sociopsychological, psychological, intersectional, and ecological or holistic
perspectives on such violence (Socialstyrelsen, 2013b, p. 13). In addition,
there is a cultural, gender, and intersectional perspective in the guide on
HRV (Socialstyrelsen, 2013c, p.13). It is not stated which of these
perspectives the National Board advocates, if any of them comply with
Swedish legislation, or how to use them in social work practice.

However, through the implicit representations of the problem, the guides
mainly frame violence against women from a gender perspective. Women
are framed in a heteronormative context, which is in line with the equality
discourse and the rhetoric surrounding Swedish law. However, the gender of
the perpetrator is hidden, and men’s part in the violence is diffuse in most of
the guides. Only one guide (focusing on violence against women with
foreign backgrounds) frames men explicitly as perpetrators. One
consequence of this is that men's responsibility for violence is invisible, and
specifically the responsibility of Swedish men. In addition, the guides point
out that men can be victims of violence, as shown by the following quotation
from the guide on violence against elderly women:

Both elderly men and women are subjected to violence — in close
relationships, by health and social care workers, by neighbours in
special housing, and by participants in day-care. But women are not
only exposed to violence because they are older, but specifically
because they are women (Socialstyrelsen, 2013a, p. 7).

The quotation highlights that both men and women can be subjected to
violence, but it hides the perpetrator. The representation thus moves the
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focus to the woman. The reason why women are subjected to violence is
because “they are women”, and not because men abuse women, and this is a
framing that can lead to an understanding of violence against women as a
normal act. The analysis further shows that other causes of why women are
subjected to violence are not problematised, as shown by following
statement from the guide about women with disabilities:

She is financially dependent on her partner, she would have trouble
finding a place of her own, her religious or culture values say that
families must be kept intact, and she thinks that keeping the family
together is best for the children (Socialstyrelsen, 2011a, p. 43).

These framings neither describe nor problematise these social inequality
aspects. The text omits that women generally have lower incomes than men,
that it might be the man who controls her economy, and that a solution to the
problem of violence might be that the man should move out of the home.
The causes of violence can instead be interpreted as individual shortcomings
of the woman, which she needs to address in order to limit the violence or to
make it to end (see Paterson, 2009). Other statements indicate that a
woman’s individual characteristics might have an impact on the violence, as
seen in a citation from the guide on HRV:

The woman might be afraid of loneliness and isolation, and she lacks
support from the outside world (Socialstyrelsen, 2013c, p. 30).

This quotation suggests inherent weaknesses in the woman, and she has
to change her way of living to prevent the violence. In other words, she has
to learn to live on her own and has to grow a new network outside of her
family and cultural context for support. These framings not only move the
attention to women from men, they also frame the woman as co-responsible
for the violence. These framings also focus on the consequences of violence
instead of the causes of violence, which privileges men and disadvantages
and subordinates women. Women's own responsibility for limiting and
preventing violence becomes particularly evident in the (few) short-term and
long-term interventions presented in the guides. These efforts aim to provide
women with counselling and support, security planning, sheltered or other
temporary housing, and financial assistance. In the long run, the social
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services are expected to determine her thoughts about the future, her
prospects for employment or other means of support, how her short and
long-term housing is to be arranged, and if her personal data need to be
protected (Socialstyrelsen, 2011a, p. 73). Even outreach activities and
information (Socialstyrelsen, 2011b, p. 80) and municipal action plans
(Socialstyrelsen, 2013b, p. 45) aim to reach and pay attention to women in
different ways. This implicit individual perspective is strengthened by the
lack of information about actions directed against men's violence, such as
preventive work. Only one guide (the guide on HRV) indicates a form of
prevention through the intervention "work towards change within the
family", which leads to an understanding that women are co-responsible for
the violent situations and that they have to participate in activities including
the perpetrator. Because these representations focus on interventions aimed
at women, when addressing the consequences of violence the problem of
men’s violence can be considered as an individual problem for women. Such
representations thus clearly neglect a structural equality perspective.

Definitions of violence

In addition to how violence is termed and framed, the definitions of violence
say something about how violence against women should be understood, and
they clarify which actions are to be regarded as violence within a certain
context. The guidelines point out that violence against women consists of
different patterns of violence and that it often includes several actions of
violence. These acts are linked to the terms used to name violence and to the
framings of violence; in other words, what is considered as an act of
violence depends on whether it refers to VCR or HRV.

According to the guidelines, the following acts are to be regarded as
violence in VCR: physical, psychological, and sexual violence; emotional
abuse; financial control and material violence; neglect; and violence related
to disability (e.g. Socialstyrelsen, 2013a, p. 25). Violence or other abuse is
thereby defined as including acts that both are and are not regarded as
crimes. The meanings of these forms of violence are described briefly in the
guides, but without any further problematisation, and this can make it
difficult to determine when, for example, neglect becomes an act of
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violence. Another risk is that not punishable acts might be regarded as less
serious.

Acts defined as acts of violence in HRV are not as well-defined as those
in VCR, which the guide on HRV points out. The guide states that there is a
lack of consensus on actions covered by the definition, but named acts of
violence include physical, psychological, and social violence. The violence
can be expressed through control and limitation of women’s everyday lives,
such as choice of clothing, social interactions/activities, education, work,
marriage, and divorce. It might also include threats of violence, murderous
violence, genital mutilation, and forced marriages (Socialstyrelsen, 2013c, p.
19). It is also emphasized that HRV is different from VCR due to factors not
found in VCR, for example, that the woman might have been exposed to
violence from an early age and that the violence might be collectively
sanctioned (see Socialstyrelsen, 2013c, p. 11).

The division into two distinct forms of violence thus supports the
perception that the woman's background (whether she is Swedish or foreign
and her relation to the perpetrator) are factors that determine what acts are to
be regarded as acts of violence. This means that acts considered as violence
are clearly confined to a specific group of women and their ethnicity.
Consequently, it becomes difficult to determine in which context acts are
presumably turned into violence. For example, the encouragement of a
teenager to go home immediately after school can in one context (VCR) be
interpreted as the proper upbringing of a child and as kindness, while in
another context (HRV) it can be seen as a restriction on freedom of
movement and thus defined as an act of violence. Another consequence is
that all kinds of violence (VCR) against women with a foreign background
risk being interpreted as HRV and that the framing of HRV as more serious
than VCR might have the effect that VCR is not considered as much of a
risk and therefore is not given sufficient attention.

Conclusion and discussion

The purpose of this study was to investigate how men's violence against
women is represented in five Swedish working guidelines published by the
National Board. The study examined how violence against women is termed,
framed, and defined and then theorised on what these representations ignore,
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the possible consequences of this ignorance, and who most likely will
benefit from these representations.

The study showed that despite the Swedish Government’s opinion,
namely that violence and abuse of women is the most acute and greatest
obstacle to an equal society, these public working guidelines use two gender-
neutral terms, violence in close relationship (VCR) and honour-related
violence and oppression (HRV). These terms consequently conceal that
victims of domestic violence most often are women and that the perpetrators
most often are men. The violence can thus be perceived as a problem
affecting women and men in a similar manner and to an equal extent. These
gender-neutral terms mainly include perpetrators in women’s private sphere,
which means that violence can be interpreted as a kind of family violence.
The consequences of this are that violence against women as a major global
social problem might be neglected and that efforts might focus on the needs
of individuals or families and not on efforts to combat men’s violence
against women.

When it comes to causes of violence, meaning how the guides frame
violence, this study shows that the guides rarely problematise or visualise
violence against women from a structural gender-equality perspective. The
guides instead frame violence against women as an individual problem in a
heterosexual relationship and focus on the consequences of violence. The
underlying message is that women need to address different individual
problems in order to reduce the violence or to make it end, which in part
leads to representations of women as co-responsible for the violence (cf.
Hearn & McKie, 2010; Paterson, 2009). By failing to problematise men's
behaviour, gender inequality, structural causes, and effective efforts, the
violence is likely continue, which is mostly to the detriment of women.

How violence is defined determines which acts are regarded as act of
violence, and such definitions depend on whether the guides refer to VCR or
HRV. The division into two different forms of violence supports the
perception that a woman’s individual background determines which acts are
to be regarded as violence (cf. Volpp) and that it matters what a woman’s
relation to the perpetrator is and whether the woman is Swedish born or
foreign born. In other words, the violence is interpreted differently
depending on "who she is". A consequence of this categorisation is that
HRV is collectivised and that solutions to the problem risk being connected
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to culture and ethnicity and that efforts might focus on integration instead of
on the violence itself (cf. Gill & Brah, 2014; Balkmar et.al., 2009). There are
also other risks; for example, when particular attention is on gender equality
there is a risk that other inequality aspects affecting a woman's situation are
overlooked (Arousell, Carlbom, Johnsdotter, Larsson & Essén, 2017) and
there is the risk that the term used to name HRV can lead to understandings
of the violence as understandable and defensible (cf. Gill & Brah, 2014). As
a result of the dichotomous groupings, the guidelines tend to treat HRV in
sharp contrast to, and sometimes as more seriously than “our violence” it
will say VCR, which might be interpreted as a form of “mainstream
violence”. The effect is that individuals from Swedish society are interpreted
as good and equal, in contrast to individuals with backgrounds in foreign
countries.

When summarising the results, three primary findings come to the fore.
The first is that these guides frame violence against women within close
relations and within families in a heterosexual context, and the violence is
also framed as an individual problem of women. The second is that the
guides promote a division between violence against Swedish-born women
and foreign-born women. This is done despite the fact that the term VCR
includes all women, even foreigners. Third, equality in the guides seems to
be more about the inclusion of men than about looking after women's
situations. The representations in the guides frame women as weak and in a
subordinated position, which is indicated by the titles of the guides that
portray women without power and agency — “Alone and Vulnerable”,
“Bruises and Silver Hair”, “Don’t Turn Them Away”, “Looking the Other
Way”, and “And Their Own Fault?” (Socialstyrelsen, 2011a;
Socialstyrelsen, 2011b, Socialstyrelsen, 2013a; Socialstyrelsen, 2013b &
Socialstyrelsen, 2013c). The attention on women’s abilities as well as their
individual situation due to different inequality aspects visualised by the
guides will consequently affect social work practice because the
categorisation within the guides at least to some extent reflects target groups
of needy people within the Social Services Acts.

How we interpret and understand violence against women might affect
how violence can be predicted, prevented, and treated (Cunningham, Jaffe,
Baker, Dick, Malla, Mazaher & Poisson, 1998), and women subjected to
violence can therefore be affected by these representations depending on
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how social workers interpret and apply these guides. If violence against
women is attributed to individual causes, and if different aspects are
considered one at a time, there is a risk that women’s overall situation and
structural causes for violence will be overlooked. This might lead to
inadequate support measures at the community level, as well as a lack of
measures with a global perspective, which will have negative consequences
for women worldwide. There is therefore a risk that these representations
maintain gender hierarchies and other structural and societal inequalities and
ignore violence against women as a major global social problem.

Understanding violence through this analysis hardly presents the only
truth. The study has tried to sort out the specific characteristics of each part
studied in the text, but texts can of course imply other representations.
Additionally, the approach did not intend to evaluate policies or to clarify
what the "real” problem is in order to develop appropriate solutions. The
analysis should instead be considered as an attempt to question
representations of the problem of men’s violence against women and to give
an example of how discourses within the guides can be interpreted and
understood. Thus this work might be valuable for social workers and social
work students, as well as for others working with women subjected to
violence, in order to encourage a critical view of the knowledge contained
within various working guidelines and documents.

The study is limited by focusing on only five documents published by the
National Board. In order to obtain a more comprehensive picture of how
men's violence against women is represented in a Swedish context, the
analysis should be complemented with additional policies as well as other
public documents published by different authorities.

Lastly, the work with this analysis involved a focus on women's
situations, but this do not mean that men cannot be subjected to violence or
that women cannot be violent. Women are at focus simply because vastly
more women are subjected to violence compared to men globally and
because society's patriarchal structures affect women more negatively than
men in similar situations. The analysis is therefore influenced by the
researchers’ view of the problem, and it is also influenced by the context in
which the researchers are located, as social science researcher with interest
and knowledge in critical social work.
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This study has provided an understanding of how discourses of violence
against women in policies can be interpreted, and it raises questions for
further studies. An area of interest is how social workers interpret and
understand violence, and because discourses refer to knowledge rather than
to language it is also important to examine what knowledge social workers
have and how they apply their knowledge in social work practice. Interesting
for further studies would also be to examine which discourses social workers
take part of in their work in supporting women subjected to violence.

Notes

! http://www.socialstyrelsen.se
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