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ABSTRACT 
The aim of the article is to open up for further discussion and empirical research the relation of men's violence to men as parents. 
Drawing upon previous research on men's violence against women, it is suggested that a man's relationship with his partner and 
relationships with his children can be conceptualized as arenas linked to an overall process of gender constitution. Also discussed is how 
Swedish policy creates a context for men's identity work and practices as parents that is enabling with regard to men's access to children, 
but restraining with regard to action against men's violence post-separation/divorce. 

The political scientist Maud Eduards has 
claimed that in politics, men tend be invisible as 
gender (Eduards 1998). Paraphrasing Eduards, I 
would argue that fathers tend to be invisible as 
gender, especially with regard to the phenomenon 
of violence in close relationships. In the research on 
men generally, there has been a significant lack of 
focus on the violence of fathers as well as men in 
other caring positions (Folkesson 2000; Hautanen 
forthcoming; Hearn 1990,1999;Pringle 1998). The 
main concern in most Nordic studies on fatherhood 
and fathers has been gender equality and more 
recent Swedish studies on fatherhood and the 
practices of fathers have typically focused on 
"normal" fathers or "new" fathers (Hojgaard 1997; 
Hagstrom 1999; Kearney et al. 2000;Plantin 2001). 
The issue o f violence has not been a main concern. 
Furthermore, there is a lack of focus on men as 
fathers in the literature on men's violence against 
women (Peled 2000). 

In this article I focus on men as parents 
and as gender, especially men who are violent to 
women. I suggest a framework for conceptualizing 
parenting by men who are violent to women, and 
thereby open up for further discussion and empirical 
research that relates men's violence to men as 

parents. The aim is also to discuss men's identity 
work and men's gendered and gendering practices 
as parents in relation to the policy context o f 
Sweden today, especially policy on child custody, 
residence and contact. 

I start by drawing upon previous research 
on men's violence against women, to outline the 
conceptual framework. Thereafter, recent 
developments in law and policy in Sweden are in 
focus, including the "post-separation/divorce 
nuclear family" which is the outcome o f the 
development in recent decades. Final ly , I discuss 
parenting by men who are violent towards women 
in the context o f separation and divorce. 

DOING G E N D E R 

M y point o f departure is that gender is "... 
a cultural dynamic formed, recreated and renewed 
in interaction as an inseparable part o f the 
reproduction of the social order" (Hojgaard 1997, 
247). However, it is an empirical question, for 
example, as to how parent-child relationships are 
gendered and gendering. To discuss processes o f 
gender construction, I primarily draw upon the 
tradition of "doing gender" perspectives, where 
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(inter)action and processes o f construction of 
meaning are in focus. 1 

I seek to avoid essentializing the meaning 
of gender and at the same time to recognize that, 
empirically, gender constructs are often stable 
phenomena, which are difficult to change (Eriksson 
and Eriksson, 2002; Lundgren 1995). I perceive 
gender as constructed and changed, although always 
in relation to a context that can be more or less 
enabling or restraining (Giddens 1984). Here it is 
primarily Swedish family policy and public debates 
that are in focus as parts o f the context for men's 
identity work and practices as parents. 

Even i f constructions o f parenthood are 
changing today, mothers and fathers are still 
perceived as different and complementary, at least 
to a certain degree. Mothers and fathers are 
differentiated fol lowing the logic o f opposites in our 
culture, and it can be argued that parenthood 
assumes different significance in the lives of 
women and men, respectively (Hojgaard 1997; cf. 
Bekkengen 1999; Hagstrom 1999; Kugelberg 
1999). 

MEN'S V I O L E N C E A N D C H I L D R E N ' S 
W E L L B E I N G 

The most recent Nordic surveys on men's 
violence against women indicate that this is a 
problem in a considerable proportion o f close 
(heterosexual) relationships. 2 For example, 
according to the Finnish study, 22% of all married 
and cohabiting women have been victims o f 
physical or sexual violence or threats o f violence by 
their present partner (9% in the course o f the past 
year) (Heiskanen and Piispa 1998). In the Swedish 
study the comparable figure is 11 % (Lundgren et al. 
2001). Furthermore, according to the latter study, 
35% of separated or divorced women have been 
exposed to physical or sexual violence or threats of 
violence by a former partner.3 

W e can gain important knowledge about 
men who are parents and are violent towards 
women by looking at what is known about children. 
Since the 1980s, research from a range o f countries 
and evidence from refuges has indicated that 

violence against women is an issue of direct 
concern for children (Eriksson and Hester. 2001). 
Almost all children in these families are subjected 
to the emotional cruelty of being aware of and/or 
witnessing violence against their mother. About half 
o f the children are themselves subjected to physical 
violence and as much as a third (mainly girls) might 
be subjected to sexual violence (Christensen 1990; 
Hester et al. 2000; Jaffe et al. 1990; Peled 2000; 
S O U 1995:60; Weinehall 1997). 

The few existing international studies on 
violent men as fathers suggest that men who are 
violent to women tend to construct fatherhood in 
terms of "rights" to children and that they may be 
more concerned with maintaining control over their 
children than with nurturing them (Arendell 1992; 
M c M a h o n and Pence 1995; quoted in Peled 2000). 
"They were found to be far more l ikely to fight for 
custody or not pay child or spousal support than 
were non-abusive men" (Peled 2000, 29). A more 
recent study from the U K indicates that men's 
violence against children post-divorce may be 
linked specifically to childcare activities (e.g. 
mealtimes or putting children to bed) (Harne 1999). 

In the absence of equivalent Nordic 
studies, I accept these research findings as relevant 
to the discussion o f parenting by men who are 
violent to women in a Nordic context as wel l . 
Furthermore, I want to suggest that the by now 
well-documented overlap between men's violence to 
women and physical, sexual and psychological 
violence against the children in the family can be 
interpreted as depending upon something more than 
"inadequate parenting skills". 

F A T H E R S D O I N G G E N D E R T H R O U G H 
V I O L E N C E T O C H I L D R E N 

The existing research on men's violence 
against adult women can be a starting-point for 
outlining a framework for conceptualizing parenting 
by men who are violent towards women, a 
framework which o f course has to be evaluated and 
developed further through empirical research. In 
Nordic research on men's violence against women, 
the sociologist E v a Lundgren made use of a doing 



gender perspective early on (e.g. Lundgren 1989). 
To capture the ongoing identity work and gendered 
and gendering practices, Lundgren developed the 
concept gender constitution process (cf. Connell 
1987). She suggests that a partner relationship, 
including violence in that relationship, can be 
interpreted as an arena for doing gender (cf. Dobash 
and Dobash 1998; Hearn 1998). 4 Or, as she puts it: 
a man "becomes a man" through violence to his 
(female) partner. The exercise of power can be 
interpreted as integral to the man's way o f doing 
masculinity: he is doing gender as asymmetrical 
power relations. 

Both internationally and in a Nordic 
context, a number of scholars have pointed out that 
men do gender also through their practices and 
identity work as fathers (e.g. Bjornberg et al. 1994; 
Hagstrom 1999; Hojgaard 1997; Kearney et al. 
2000; Marsigl io 1995; Plantin 2001). If a man 
develops violent behaviour towards his partner, 
what are the implications for his practices as 
parent? I suggest that a man's relationship with his 
partner and his relationships with his children can 
be conceptualized as parts o f the same gender 
project, as arenas that might be linked to an overall 
process of gender constitution. However, it is an 
empirical question as to how and to what degree the 
arenas are linked. 

There are examples in the existing research 
suggesting that a man who is violent towards 
women can also do masculinity as domination in 
relation to his children. In a Swedish study o f 
teenagers growing up in the proximity of violence, 
a boy says about his father: 

If you show that you have opinions o f 
your own...that's when everything goes 
wrong. So i f I'm just going along with it, 
it's okay, but opinions of your own, that's 
not possible. But he is really fun. But he is 
domineering, he can be really bloody 
crazy, actually. (Weinehall 1997, 150; 
author's translation) 

This quotation can be interpreted as suggesting that 
the father wants his son to confirm that it is the 

father's opinions that are the val id ones. To be an 
adult man and father equals knowing and defining 
reality. There seems to be very little room for the 
boy to have a w i l l o f his own. 

Another example comes from an interview 
with a man who has been violent towards his wife 
for many years (Lundgren 1992). He considers it to 
be his task to shape her into a "real" woman: a 
woman who is not "contrary", but is "a pleasure" for 
the man. This man, who lives in a charismatic 
Christian context, says about his daughter: 

M y daughter, she is a l i ly . I w i l l protect 
her and support her. She is my l i ly . I w i l l 
shape her so that she w i l l please the Lord . 
She w i l l be soft, warm to the Lord . 
(Lundgren 1992, 60; author's translation.) 

One possible interpretation is that the man can use 
not just the relationship with his partner, but also 
the relationship with the daughter, to become the 
man and father he wants to be. He is perhaps 
unusually explicit about what he considers to be his 
task: to be the one that shapes a woman and a 
daughter. Here the father-daughter relationship can 
be interpreted as an arena for doing masculinity as 
domination (cf. Brantsaeter 2001). 

D A U G H T E R S A N D SONS 

Both boys and girls can share the 
experience of being at the receiving end o f 
oppressive father-child relations. However, the 
existing research and knowledge from practice 
suggests that a man might do gender differently 
depending upon whether it is a father-son 
relationship or a father-daughter relationship. M e n 
might, for example, relate to their daughters as 
"replacement spouses", and bond with their sons 
around a common "maleness" (Brantsaeter 2001; 
Morr is 1999/2000). 

Here it can be added that other sections o f 
the interview with the father quoted above make it 
clear that the man's shaping of his daughter includes 
abusing her sexually. The sexual violence to the 



daughter can, in other words, be conceptualized as 
an arena for his identity work as man and father.5 

From the children's point o f view, their 
father's way of doing gender might put them at risk 
o f harm and o f becoming victims o f crime. 
Furthermore, i f the father is doing gender through 
violence in relation to themselves, they also learn 
something very concrete about what it means to be 
a girl or a boy, a woman or a man (Lundgren 1994; 
Weinehall 1997). 

S W E D I S H F A M I L Y P O L I C Y 

Swedish family policy presupposes shared 
parenting and a high degree o f parental cooperation 
post-separation/divorce. The policy is based 
primarily upon the notion o f the child's right to a 
close contact with both (biological) parents and the 
aim o f many Swedish welfare reforms has been to 
enable both parents to take part in the everyday care 
o f children (Bergman and Hobson 2002; Hagstrom 
1999; Sainsbury 1999; Schiratzki 1997). 6 

Changes since the late 1970s to the family 
law - the Code on Parenthood (Foraldrabalken) -
have aimed to reduce conflict between couples and 
to encourage agreements over residence, custody 
and contact (Nordborg 1997; Prop. 1997/98:7; 
Schiratzki 1997; S O U 1995:79). Mothers and 
fathers are today expected to be able to share 
custody and parenting jointly, preferably without 
interference from the state. Joint custody is thought 
to guarantee stability in the child's contact with both 
parents in a way that resembles the (heterosexual) 
nuclear family as much as possible, even though the 
parents do not live together (any longer) (Schiratzki 
1997, 55). The outcome o f the development o f the 
law and pol icy on residence, custody and contact is 
a new private sphere - a "post-separation/divorce 
nuclear family" (Eriksson and Hester 2001; cf. 
Kurki-Suonio 2000; Smart 1999; Simpson 1998). 
The question is what this might mean for the 
everyday life o f mothers, fathers and children (cf. 
Nea leand Smart 1997). 

M E N ' S V I O L E N C E A N D F A M I L Y L A W 

There is today an increasing recognition in 
Sweden of men's violence against women as a 
social problem (Eriksson and Hester 2001; 
Lundberg 2001). Furthermore, in the 1990s the 
issue has been the objective o f law reforms, and 
Swedish legislation today acknowledges violence in 
heterosexual relationships as gendered, as primarily 
violence by men against women (Prop. 1997/98:55; 
S O U 1995:60). 

However, as I have argued elsewhere 
(together with Marianne Hester), despite the 
growing recognition o f the gendered features o f 
violence in heterosexual relationships, fathers are 
still to an overwhelmingly large extent constructed 
as essentially non-violent (Eriksson and Hester 
2001). Here it can be added that Swedish policy on 
violence against women has tended to focus on 
protection and support to women and to some extent 
to children. Violent men are seldom in focus as 
parents and they can thereby avoid being held 
responsible for the well-being o f their children 
(Eriksson 2001; Peled 2000). In sum, policy 
discussions in Sweden tend to present fathers as 
either good for children, or absent (and therefore 
not so good for children): but not as violent. 7 

In the law it is clearly stated that al l 
decisions concerning custody, contact or residence 
should be based upon the best interests o f the child 
(Code on Parenthood 6, ch. 2a§) . Several authors 
have pointed out that the concept o f the best 
interests o f the child is an open concept and the 
content might differ depending on the social, 
historical and cultural context (Kurki-Suonio 2000; 
Schiratzki 1997; Simpson 1998). The hegemonic 
interpretation in official Sweden today is that it is in 
the best interests o f the child that the parents share 
custody and that the chi ld has unsupervised 
face-to-face contact with the non-residential parent 
(typically the father). Joint custody is considered to 
be so important that following the most recent 
changes to the law (1998), courts can even award 
joint custody against the w i l l o f one parent (which 
was not possible before). 



In the preparatory work to the law, it is 
mentioned that there are cases where the general 
principles o f joint custody and unsupervised 
face-to-face contact do not apply, but very little 
attention has been given to these exceptions. The 
issue o f men's violence has to only a very limited 
extent been discussed in relation to the (continued) 
parental cooperation and the wellbeing o f children 
post-divorce/separation (Eriksson and Hester 2001). 

Lack o f clarity, in family law and the 
preparatory work, on the issue of men's violence 
seems to give the legal practice a central role for 
shaping the policy in this field. The development of 
legal practice needs to be investigated further, but 
some legal cases suggest that the presumption in 
practice is that a father who has been violent 
towards women is a good-enough custodian (and 
contact parent) until proven otherwise (Eriksson 
2001; S V T 2001; Wal l in 2000). He is presumed to 
be safe and respectful enough for joint custody or 
unsupervised contact to be considered as without 
risk for the child and the child's mother despite his 
previous behaviour. The burden o f proof is placed 
on the abused woman i f she does not want joint 
custody or unsupervised contact (cf. Schiratzki 
1997). 8 

M E N ' S V I O L E N C E A N D 
S E P A R A T I O N / D I V O R C E 

A crucial question for policy and practice 
is o f course whether and how a father's way of 
doing gender might change with a separation or 
divorce. Research shows that many men continue to 
be violent (Hester and Radford 1996; Hester et al. 
2000; Lundgren et al . 2001). Against the backdrop 
of the conceptual framework outlined above, this is 
not surprising. If violence towards women and/or 
children is an integral part o f a man's way o f doing 
gender, it is to be expected that some men w i l l 
continue to be violent post-separation/divorce. A 
man does not stop doing gender because he is going 
through a separation/ divorce. 8 

When a man has a history of being violent 
towards his partner, we cannot take it for granted 
that the father-child relationship w i l l develop in a 

way that is in the best interests o f the chi ld 
post-separation/divorce. Wi th the woman no longer 
available to h im, the relationship wi th a chi ld - and 
violence against the child - might be the only arena 
for doing masculinity as dominance that is 
accessible to him. There might, in other words, be 
reasons for expecting some children to be at 
increased risk o f abuse post-separation/divorce, 
even i f the father has not been violent to the chi ld 
prior to the separation/divorce (cf. Citron 2001). 

G E N D E R E D P A R E N T S A N D 
S E P A R A T I O N / D I V O R C E 

Drawing upon the work o f Carol Smart 
(1999), I want to problematize gender-neutral 
notions o f parents in the context o f separation and 
divorce (cf. Simpson 1998;Ribbens McCar thy etal. 
2000). Smart is highly critical o f the thinking 
behind the English Children Act (1989), which 
bears many similarities to the ideas behind the 
Swedish Code on Parenthood. She argues that it is 
presumed that a distinction can be made between 
the adult-adult relationship and the adult-child 
relationship within a marriage or cohabitation 
(Smart 1999, 101). While a separation/divorce is 
thought to end the relationship between the adult 
partners, the relationship between adults and 
children are presumed to go on almost as i f nothing 
has happened. Two sets o f relationships are 
supposed to exist independently o f one another. 1 0 

Smart argues that we need to have a much 
more complex picture o f how relationships, which 
are formed during a marriage or cohabitation, can 
be reshaped or transformed after separation or 
divorce. Parents do not only relate to one another as 
partners, but also as parents: " A mother's 
relationship to a father is not the same as a wife's 
relationship to a husband" (Smart 1999, 102). 
Accord ing to Smart, it is not uncommon for a 
(British) father to rely on the mother in order to 
have a relationship with his children. The mother 
has to mediate and interpret the children's needs or 
translate their moods to him, and she is the one 
taking the overall emotional and practical 
responsibility for the children. "It is possible to 



argue that fatherhood depends upon motherhood for 
its satisfactory existence as a relationship (as 
opposed to as a biological fact)" (Smart 1999,103). 

In "intact" families, this pattern of family 
relations is often taken for granted. However, with 
a separation or divorce, the relationships are 
renegotiated and the implications become visible, 
according to Smart. "Passive" fatherhood is no 
longer possible and men may experience a radical 
change away from a taken-for-granted dominant 
position in the family (cf. Simpson 1998, 191 f f ) . 
Women's greater responsibility for children's 
emotional and physical needs is often perceived as 
acceptable or positive as long as (heterosexual) 
partnership, parenthood and residence coincide. 
However, a woman's special relationship to the 
children might be interpreted, for example by the 
father, as an unfair advantage post-divorce. 

I f the father has relied on the mother in 
order to have a relationship with his children, he 
must change the relationship in order to continue to 
be a father post-divorce. The question is, how might 
a new, independent relationship between father and 
chi ld develop when the man has a history of using 
violence (cf. the discussion above)? Furthermore, 
Smart argues that i f a post-divorce father w i l l not, 
or cannot, take on more responsibility for his 
relationship wi th his children, the mother might be 
obliged to remain his "spouse". For, one o f her key 
roles, that o f mediating the father's relationship with 
the children, remains unchanged (Smart 1999,108). 
The divorce or separation does not necessarily 
create a new relation, but can perpetuate old 
relationships across different households. To be a 
good mother, a woman might have to remain a 
"wife" - and in the case o f violence, a wife to an 
abusive husband." 

G E N D E R E D P A R E N T S A N D P O L I C Y O N 
G E N D E R E Q U A L I T Y 

Despite the different cultural contexts, I 
would argue that there are parallels between 
Sweden and the U K and that the everyday pattern of 
organizing gender/family relations referred to above 
can also be found in Sweden, at least to some 

degree. However, what does differ is the policy 
context. According to the ideology o f gender 
equality, this pattern of gender/family relations is 
not acceptable and the Swedish state has created a 
number of pol icy measures to achieve a gender 
equal sharing of childcare responsibilities (Bergman 
and Hobson 2002; Hojgaard 1997; Magnusson 
2000). 

A s long as the partner relationship is 
ongoing, the state has limited possibilities to 
influence the negotiations between the parents 
regarding the care of children (cf. Bergman and 
Hobson 2002). However, in the context o f 
separation and conflicts concerning custody, 
residence or contact, mothers or fathers can use 
legal and policy measures to support their claims 
(on the child's behalf)- In this sense, the post-
separation/divorce family is more open to state 
intervention, but only as far as there exist legal or 
policy measures that the parties can use. A Swedish 
father can, for example, find support for his claims 
to custody or contact in public discourses on gender 
equality (cf. Magnusson 2000). Furthermore, he can 
activate the legal framework to support his interests 
and to gain access to his children. In relation to 
men's violence, the legal measures a mother can use 
to protect herself and the children post-separation/ 
divorce seem to be more limited, i f not in principle 
at least in practice (cf. the discussion above). The 
post-separation/divorce nuclear family seems to be 
more private with regard to interventions to 
counteract men's abuse o f power than with regard to 
men's ongoing contact with their children. 

W H A T A B O U T T H E F U T U R E ? 

Today we see changes in the social 
construction of fatherhood in Sweden and it can be 
argued that being an involved and active father is 
becoming increasingly central to hegemonic 
constructions of masculinity (Bergman and Hobson 
2002; Connell 1987). There are reasons to expect 
increased social pressures on fathers to have close 
contact with their children. The implication is also, 
o f course, that a violent father w i l l have to have 
contact with his children to be able to create an 



acceptable self-image and to obtain social 
recognition. The question is, what this development 
might mean for conflicts concerning custody and 
contact, as wel l as postseparation/divorce parenting 
by men who are violent towards women. 

Swedish family policy creates a context for 
men's identity work and practices as fathers that is 
very enabling with regard to access to children. 
Fathers - including those who are violent towards 
women - can make use o f law and the ideology of 
gender equality when trying to get access to 
(gendered and gendering) care o f children. The 
context is on the other hand restraining in relation to 
the work against men's violence and the 
post-separation/divorce protection o f children and 
mothers. Mothers - including those who have been 
victims of violence - can find themselves in a Catch 
22 (no-win) situation where they, as "good mother 
custodians", are expected to facilitate the children's 
contact with the father, and at the same time protect 
the children from harm. There are presently limits 
to what extent legal measures can be used for 
protection. Furthermore, there are no widely held 
public discourses on parenting by men who are 
violent towards women that can be used to make 
fathers accountable for v io l ence in a 
post-separation/divorce context, or to induce fathers 
who are violent towards women to change. So, 
there are not just research-based reasons but also 
gender and child political reasons for filling the 
gaps in current research. 

E N D N O T E S 
1. See, e.g., Acker (1990); Dryden (1999); Gherardi (1994); Kessler and McKenna (1978); Lundgren (1995); West and Zimmerman 
(1987). For a discussion of different doing gender perspectives, see Korvajarvi (1998). 

2. These studies do not give us any definite figures on the number of men who are violent towards women, nor the number of fathers 
who are violent towards women. However, the studies are based upon a representative sample of the population and it can therefore be 
assumed that a significant proportion of the men concerned are fathers. 

3. In Finland, the comparable figure is 50%. 

4. For further elaboration, see Lundgren (1989, 1995). 

5. cf. the respondent "Christian" in Brantsaeter (2001, 157 ff.). 



6. In other words, the family law is consistent with the welfare state gender regime of an individual earner u carer model (Sainsbury 
1999). 

7. For example, the exhibition Dear Child. On Men, Children and Gender Equality in Sweden, on tour in Europe during Sweden's 
presidency of the EU in 2001 (The Swedish Institute 2001). For discourses on child welfare, see for example Jonsson et al. (2001). 

8. This presumption can result in destructive outcomes for women and children. A violent father can, for example, under the Code on 
Parenthood undermine any attempt from the mother to provide the children with counselling dealing with the effects of his violence 
(Prop. 1998/99:133; SOU2001:72). 

9. The assumption that men are "freed" from being violent through the separation readily feeds into victim-blaming perceptions of men's 
violence against women. 

10. In the Swedish context (at least) two different discourses are used in policy discussions. According to the gender-neutral "Custody 
Conflict Discourse", what happens in the adult relationship can be separated from(a) shared parenting post-separation/divorce and (b) 
parent-child relationships and children's well-being (see SOU1995:79). According to the "Violence AgainstWomen Discourse", which 
is less central to Swedish family policy, violence in the adult relationship is connected to gendered power, (shared) parenting 
post-separation/divorce as well as to parenruchild relationships and children's well-being (see SOU1995:60). 

11. Gudrun Nordborg suggests that fatherhood has replaced marriage as the social institution enabling men to control women (1997). 
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