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This book is dedicated to the millions of women and girls around the world who are routinely subjected to abuse, violence, torture, harassment, rape, forced marriage, mutilation and exploitation at the hands and minds of men and patriarchy.

The millions of women who are living their lives as best they can whilst trying to process the violence and misogyny committed against them, often without support or compassion.

You have my total respect, love and support. I commit myself to this cause and to doing everything I am capable of to continue to challenge.

I would like to thank Juliette McAleer for writing to me and letting me read her poetry. I have included one of her brilliant poems in this book because it demonstrates so accurately, the questions asked by so many women and girls who have been blamed for male violence.

My sincere thanks and respect to the radical feminist authors, activists, thinkers and practitioners who have come before me. Nothing I do or say today would have been possible without the effort, progress and ideas of incredibly brave women I look up to and aspire to be.

Thank you to all the professionals, volunteers and activists who work every single day to support women and girls subjected to violence, abuse and trauma.

As I finished this book during lockdown in 2020, I would like to thank Jaimi and Mandy for supporting me. Special thanks to Mandy for reading through my work, discussing it with me and motivating me when the world became a scary and uncertain place. I will forever argue with you both about the oxford comma. And about the ‘pronunciation’ of words I have written into this book but cannot say properly. All my love and thanks to you both.
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A foreword by Dr Jessica Taylor (PhD, FRSA)

Writing and releasing this book feels like such a huge task. It is the first book that attempts to bring together theories, research findings, case studies and real experiences from professional practice to explore why we blame women and girls for anything and everything we possibly can.

I named the book ‘Why Women are Blamed for Everything’ for a reason. This year, I have been working with and for women and girls subjected to male violence for 11 years – since I was 19 years old. I sometimes feel like no matter who the woman or girl is, what she did, what she said, where she’s from – we will still find a way to blame her for everything that was done to her by an abusive man. I have heard women and girls held responsible for everything from being harassed in the street to being trafficked around the UK and sold to men.

This is to the point where women can be murdered by men, and as a society, and as professionals, we will still look for what the woman did wrong, what she could have done differently, and why she didn’t tell someone what was being done to her.

I started my career in the criminal justice system supporting victims and witnesses of serious crime. The majority of my caseload was domestic and sexual violence. No matter how many women and girls I met, I was always fizzing with anger when I heard how they had been blamed or told to change something about themselves. It hurt me to listen to them say that they had changed all those things about themselves and they had blamed themselves – and yet the perpetrator had attacked them again. Much of my time was spent talking women and girls through their own self-blame and their experiences of being blamed by their parents, their partners, their friends, their community, the police, the social worker, the hospitals and even the professionals working in domestic and sexual violence support services.

When I moved into managing rape centres and sexual violence services, I hoped that I would be hearing considerably less victim blaming than I heard in my criminal justice jobs. What I found was that victim blaming was not less, it was just different. Instead of dealing with defence lawyers questioning what girls were wearing and why women were drinking – I was dealing with mental health teams telling women and girls they were mentally ill or had personality disorders because they ‘still hadn’t recovered’ from being abused or raped. It was hard to hear women and girls aged from 13 years old talking about themselves as if they were broken, disordered and mentally ill. When I worked with them, they certainly didn’t appear ‘broken’ or ‘disordered’ or ‘mentally ill’. They instead appeared to me as completely normal, rational women and girls who were trying to cope with the trauma of being abused and violated.

Later on, I moved to work in child sexual abuse and exploitation. I remember thinking that there must be much less victim blaming within children’s services – especially as so many children being sexually abused and exploited are under the age of consent and could not possibly be held responsible for anything at all. Every day, I was proven wrong. It was quickly apparent that even children who were being abused and exploited by adult men were being told to change something about themselves, to take responsibility and to take the blame for being raped and harmed. Talking to teenage girls who are convinced that they were sexually exploited is because, ‘I keep putting myself at risk’, is frankly soul destroying.

When women and girls have built up the courage to tell someone they had been raped or abused, the experience of being blamed or held responsible had stayed with them for years. It had changed the way they saw themselves. No matter how many times I heard it, I never became desensitized to hearing the impact of victim blaming on women and girls.

I decided to undertake a PhD which sought to explore the psychology underpinning the apparent need we have for blaming women and girls for the male violence committed against them. I wondered why we did this, how we came to these perspectives, where these biases came from and how this was all impacting women, girls – and the support they receive when they do disclose.

All my PhD research is contained within this book, in addition to other research projects I have undertaken in the last 10 years. I have written it to be accessible to as many people as possible and I have refrained from writing a traditional academic textbook based on my findings. However, I feel strongly that this book has brought together important and illuminating evidence of the way we blame women and girls in every way possible – and we do it globally and consistently.

My hope for this book is that it causes debate, discussion and forces us to ask some difficult questions of each other, our authorities, our governments, our services and systems. I would like it to provide a solid evidence base for women going forward – whether they are students, academics, practitioners or activists. This book contains evidence from hundreds of studies and authors, exploring the experiences of thousands of women and girls.

I am sick of hearing the endless reasons why women and girls are to blame for male violence. I am sick of not holding men responsible for their actions. I am sick of systems, risk assessments, policies and services being built to convince women and girls that they need to change who they are to stop male violence.

I have committed my life to challenging this disgusting misogyny and this book is my first offering to influence the world to change the way they think and talk about millions of women and girls subjected to male violence, abuse and oppression.

In love and solidarity,
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Chasing Redemption
Juliette McAleer

Chasing redemption

In an endless quest

For equilibrium

And permission to feel ok

Salvation cannot be found

In social causes,

Academic success or

In being the very best little girl

(Or at least, pretending to be)

In pursuit of an answer

To the incessant ‘why?’

Swimming around in my mind

Against an unrelenting tide of self-hatred

I cannot accept that these things are simply

Coincidence

Devoid of causal connection;

Unrelated to who I am.

Surely things happen for a reason

But then again,

Perhaps

I am irrelevant

After all

And believing that

I can control the universe

Is merely an egotistical occupation

So, who then, is to blame?

Karma?

Chaos?

Statistical probability?

Locked in perpetual struggle to understand

The universal law of cause and effect and

Where my part in all this

Begins and ends…

I cannot help but wonder if this is

Just another example of

Poetic justice?

Retribution for deeds I cannot remember

The justification for which

Is beyond the understanding of

The child protagonist

Who hears only

‘I told you so’

So, unable to make

Head or tail of it,

We can flip a coin –

Take a chance

An exercise in semantics

A game of mental construct

Where winning is everything

And losing, the end.


Key terms explained

CSE – Child sexual exploitation. In the UK, this is defined as ‘children who exchange things they want or need for sexual acts.’ I reject this definition and write from the perspective that child sexual exploitation is child sexual abuse and there is no form of ‘exchange’. Instead, I prefer to use the definition of CSA (below), however, lots of research uses ‘CSE’ specifically and so I will talk about this throughout the book and the way this has contributed to victim blaming of girls.

CSA – Child sexual abuse. In the UK, this is defined as ‘forcing or enticing a child or young person to take part in sexual activities, not necessarily involving a high level of violence, whether or not the child is aware of what is happening. The activities may involve physical contact, including assault by penetration (for example, rape or oral sex) or non-penetrative acts such as masturbation, kissing, rubbing and touching outside of clothing. They may also include non-contact activities, such as involving children in looking at, or in the production of, sexual images, watching sexual activities, encouraging children to behave in sexually inappropriate ways, or grooming a child in preparation for abuse (including via the internet). Sexual abuse is not solely perpetrated by adult males. Women can also commit acts of sexual abuse, as can other children.’ (Working Together, 2018)

Rape – In the UK, rape is defined in the Sexual Offences Act (2003) as an act by a man who intentionally penetrates the vagina, mouth or anus with a penis when the other person does not consent or cannot consent. Whilst anyone can be raped, only men can commit rape with a penis.

Misogyny – The hatred of women including prejudice and contempt for women and girls. Misogyny can also include the belief that females are inferior humans to males.

Oppression – A situation or active action in which people are governed or treated in a harmful discriminatory way which removes or restricts their rights, freedoms and opportunities.

Racism – The belief that people’s qualities are influenced by their race and that the members of other races are not as good as the members of your own, or the resulting unfair treatment of members of other races. I use this term in conjunction with the understanding of White privilege. We live in a world in which White people are perceived (and perceive themselves) as superior to all other groups. Almost all racism is committed by White people towards people from other ethnicities and races. White people are not subjected to racism in day to day life and are likely to move through life without ever worrying that their skin would change the way individuals, systems and authorities would treat them. Racism therefore plays a powerful part in the victim blaming of Black women and girls being subjected to male violence.

Sexism – Actions based on the belief that the members of one sex are less intelligent, able, skillful, etc. than the members of the other sex, especially that women are less able than men.

Objectification – Treating people like tools or toys, as if they had no feelings, opinions, or rights of their own. According to Fredrickson and Roberts, sexual objectification is described as the valuing of a woman exclusively on the basis of her body and on her sexual parts, rather than on her full identity. When a woman is sexually objectified, her body becomes a mere instrument for satisfying sexual male desires.

Sexualisation – The act of sexualising someone or something, seeing someone or something in sexual terms.

Liberal Feminism – An individualistic form of feminist theory, which focuses on women’s ability to maintain their equality through their own actions and choices. Liberal feminists argue that society holds the false belief that women are, by nature, less intellectually and physically capable than men; thus, it tends to discriminate against women in the academy, the forum, and the marketplace. Liberal feminists believe that female subordination is rooted in a set of customary and legal constraints and therefore, like other liberal movements, they tend to work within the systems and within the laws to create change for women – to make them equal to men. Liberal feminists tend to lean towards supporting ‘sex work’, female sexuality as empowerment, pornography and Liberal feminism is contrasted with radical feminism.

Radical Feminism – Radical feminism is a perspective within feminism that calls for a radical reordering of society in which male supremacy is eliminated in all social and economic contexts. Radical feminists view society as a patriarchy in which men dominate and oppress women. Radical feminists seek to abolish the patriarchy in order to liberate everyone from an unjust society by challenging existing social norms and institutions. This includes opposing the sexual objectification of women, opposing the concept of ‘sex work’, opposing pornography, raising public awareness about such issues as rape and violence against women, and challenging the concept of gender roles.

Psychometric measures – Psychological tests which seek to measure attitudes, behaviours, abilities and cognitive skills in humans. Usually administered as questionnaires, multiple choice questions, scales or surveys (online or in person). Heavily used in psychological research, mental health and social research.


Key abbreviations explained







	Abbreviation

	Explanation




	ACE

	Adverse Childhood Experiences




	AMMSA

	Acceptance of Modern Myths about Sexual Aggression (Psychometric scale)




	BJW or JWB

	Belief in a Just World or Just World Belief




	BOWSVA

	Blame of Women Subjected to Sexual Violence and Abuse (Psychometric scale)




	CSA

	Child sexual abuse




	CSE

	Child sexual exploitation




	FGM

	Female genital mutilation




	IRMAS

	Illinois Rape Myth Acceptance Scale (Psychometric scale)




	MRA

	Men’s rights activists




	PVBS

	Personal Victim Blaming Scale (Psychometric scale)




	RMA

	Rape myth acceptance




	RMAS

	Rape myth acceptance scale (Psychometric scale)




	U-IRMAS

	Updated Illinois Rape Myth Acceptance Scale (Psychometric scale)






1.
Introduction to violence against women

This book focusses on the way we blame women for being subjected to male violence. Within that term, I include all forms of misogynistic and oppressive violence perpetrated against women and girls, usually committed by men.

In my opinion, it is important to be clear about male violence and to refrain from simply calling this ‘violence against women and girls’ or ‘VAWG’. This is because terms such as these erase the perpetrator of the offences by not mentioning them.

Male and patriarchal violence against women and girls is overwhelming.

Violence against women includes domestic violence, femicide, rape and sexual violence, corrective rape of lesbians, child sexual abuse and exploitation of girls, prostitution, trafficking, forced marriage, female genital mutilation, street harassment, online misogyny, forced abortions, ritual abuse, juju, acid attacks, public flogging of women, surrogacy and slavery.

According to prevalence statistics:


• 30-50% of women have been victims of domestic violence by male partners and ex partners

• 20-36% of girls are sexually abused in childhood

• 20% of women have been sexually assaulted or raped since the age of 16 in the UK

• 3 women per week were killed by men in the UK in 2019, up 10% on 2018

• Three times more sexual violence is perpetrated against girls in childhood than boys

• 700,000 – 2,000,000 women and girls are trafficked across the world every year for sex

• 7-40% of women report that their first sexual experience was forced (rape)

• Of women prostituted in the UK, 50% working outdoors and 26% working indoors had been subjected to violence

• 81% of women prostituted outdoors in the UK had been beaten, choked, raped, threatened with a weapon, slashed or stabbed

• Estimates show that hundreds of thousands of women are systematically raped during warfare, including rape as a tactic for ethnic cleansing through impregnation

• Estimates suggest that between 60 and 100 million women are missing from the global population due to sex-selective abortion, female infanticide and deliberate neglect of female newborn babies



(Femicide Census, 2020; CSEW, 2017; Watts and Zimmerman, 2002)

Acts of male violence committed against women occur in every country, every community, every religion, every time period and every language.

Whilst research tends to focus on working class communities as the sources of domestic and sexual violence, the reality couldn’t be further from this stereotype. Women of all backgrounds and social classes are subjected to male violence and misogyny, hence why radical feminists position women as a class of oppressed people. Even in my individual experience of working with women and girls, I have supported women subjected to male violence who were powerful lawyers, chief executives, senior police officers, wealthy businesswomen and girls attending expensive, exclusive private education provisions. I’ve also spent time supporting hundreds of women and girls who were living in life threatening danger, poverty and oppression when they were subjected to male violence.

It would appear to many people that there is a ‘type’ of woman or girl who would be subjected to male violence – but this is not something I have ever seen in real life.

In fact, I would say that over a decade ago, I would have been one of those people. A quick and blunt way of learning that I was wrong was when I was working in the witness service, specialising in domestic and sexual violence. Every day, I met a new woman or new girl. I heard a new story. I saw new injuries. I heard of new assaults, new rapes, new exploitation and new oppression. Every time a woman walked into my room, she was a whole person, a completely new person, with a completely new story.

Women subjected to sexual violence and abuse are not a homogenous group. Where once I thought I knew ‘which’ women would be likely victims of male violence, years of working with those women taught me that there is no stereotype. There is no ‘likely’ victim. There is no set of characteristics, body types, ethnicities, backgrounds, age ranges or social class to look out for. The only thing all of these women had in common was that they were female, and their perpetrators were male. Other than that, it didn’t look to me like male violence discriminated at all.

Prevalence and revictimisation of women

Prevalence statistics are likely to be underestimated. Not just because of the common arguments around underreporting, but also because of the normalisation of male violence. If male violence is successfully normalised in society, many women and girls subjected to it will not know what is happening to them. When a man shouts at a teenage girl as she walks to school, she will not think that his actions were illegal, misogynistic, objectifying and harassing – she will think that it is normal for men to sexualize teenage girls. When a woman is manipulated, derogated and abused by her partner, she will not blame him and recognise that he is a perpetrator of male violence for she has always been taught that she is to blame, she is pushing his buttons or that she should keep her relationship together ‘for the sake of her children’.

One thing that always seems to surprise female professionals is when I suggest to them that it is very likely that all of us have been repeatedly victimised by men in our lives. Often, the behavioural response I notice is body language and facial expressions which suggest that those women do not accept this premise.

That is, until I ask them to quietly think about what their list would look like if I asked them to write down how many times since birth they have been sexually abused, raped, touched without consent, catcalled, harassed, beaten up, exploited, threatened, manipulated, coerced, trafficked, kicked, bit, spat at, bullied and oppressed by men in their lives. I ask them to consider how long it would take them to remember every single instance in which a man or boy harmed them, abused them, violated them or scared them into doing something they didn’t want to do.

Every single instance through childhood, adolescence, early adulthood and womanhood (and for some women, into motherhood and older age too).

At that point, many women change their position. They consider that they have probably been subjected to male violence hundreds of times across their life spans. Thinking like this can be a shocking revelation for women who have always considered themselves ‘not one of those women’ – or have convinced themselves that they would never ‘let themselves be a victim’.

In a misogynistic world, it is likely that most females have been subjected to male violence and misogyny.

This exercise directly challenges current theories and statistics around which types of women become victims of male violence – and how common so-called ‘revictimisation’ is.

There is a statistic that suggests that 2 in every 3 women who have been abused by men will be subjected to male violence again (Classen et al., 2005).

There are entire theories and fields of expertise that focus on explaining revictimization rates of women and girls. Most of those revictimization theories focus on vulnerability, behaviour or character of women and girls (Eaton, 2019). In line with traditional positivist perspectives of victimology, many theories suggest that there is something specific about certain women and girls which means they will be a repeated target of male violence.

Not surprisingly, there are few theories which argue that the reason for such high revictimization rates of women and girls is due to the sheer prevalence of male violence across the world. If each woman in a diverse room full of professionals can recount ten, thirty or fifty instances of when she was subjected to male violence, it is surely not something internal or specific to that woman that is causing or precipitating that revictimization.

Maybe, revictimization of women is so likely because male violence is so embedded into society.

Maybe all women are likely to be revictimised? Maybe it has nothing to do with our behaviours or upbringing or what we were wearing or how we walk down the street (as suggested by some researchers such as Kikue Sakaguchi et al.).

Maybe it has nothing to do with the women at all. Maybe revictimization theory needs to consider the scale on which male violence is being committed, endorsed, minimised, ignored or denied.

Violence against women and the embeddedness of misogyny has been present for millennia. It is rather surprising that we have spent such a considerable amount of time asking, ‘what is wrong with these women who keep becoming victims of men?’

I guess that’s misogyny for you, though.

Feminism and women’s rights is taking something of a beating at the moment. Dale Spender wrote in 1980 that with every powerful wave of feminism comes a new wave of anti-feminist backlash. In current feminism, the backlash has included memes, social media posts, groups, podcasts, videos, news reports and forums that argue against the ideals and aims of feminism in all its forms.

This has included the denial of sex and sexism, denial of the sex pay gap, the conflation of sex and gender roles, denial of female oppression, the conflation of FGM with male circumcision, the anger and misogyny towards the #metoo movement, the increasing levels of victim blaming of women and girls being sexually exploited and abused, the plunging conviction rates of men committing acts of sexual violence and even the complete denial of a patriarchy.

Patriarchy

Whilst the concept of a patriarchy is sneered at in present day discussions, the reality of the power of male violence, male entitlement and male privilege is still very much real.

The word ‘patriarch’ or ‘patriarchy’ comes from two Greek words. ‘Patria’ which means ‘family’ and ‘archein’ which means ‘to rule over’. ‘Patriarch’ therefore means the ‘father/male who rules over the family’. This was slowly extended to mean communities and societies in which men ruled over other people. In more modern usage, ‘patriarchy’ is defined in the Cambridge Dictionary as ‘a society in which the oldest male is the leader of the family, or a society controlled by men in which they use their power to their own advantage’ (2020).

I was recently challenged during a lecture in which a student argued that the patriarchy didn’t exist at all. When I asked them to explain their position, they suggested that the patriarchy didn’t exist because issues of female oppression were being taken out of context. For example, they argued that men only dominate all of the major workplaces, industries and governments because women ‘choose’ to have children. The student argued that this is not true female oppression because women could ‘choose’ to focus on their career instead of having children. Seemingly, the student had forgotten that men also have children – and the women becoming pregnant and having children were not doing so via immaculate conception.

Before I could even answer, a female student shouted across the lecture hall, ‘Funny how it’s only women who have to ‘choose’ between having a career and having a child, isn’t it?’

She was right of course.

Research not only shows that the pay gap is real and that men make up the majority of senior professional positions including 93% of business CEOs in the UK (Catalyst, 2019) but that when men become fathers, they are perceived as more reliable, more responsible and better employees. A far cry from the way women are perceived, where it is common for female academics to be warned not to get pregnant or have children if they want to achieve a PhD or be granted tenure. Whilst men are being celebrated for becoming a father in the workplace and are being given more rights and more flexibility in their working patterns to enable them to be an active parent, women are being told not to get pregnant or risk being demoted, having contracts and grants removed or not being accepted on to academic courses.

Outside of employment issues, the patriarchy is alive and well.

Globally, men are still the most powerful sex. They dominate governments, banks, courthouses, police forces and universities. Men make up 98% of presidents and world leaders. The majority of all female leaders have only taken up office in the last two decades. Men make up 75% of high court judges and 61% of lower court judges (The Guardian, 2019). 67% of UK MPs are men. 87.5% of police and crime commissioners are men (Home Office, 2016).

Whilst UCAS (2019) report that girls are a third more likely than boys to go to university, men go on to be the most powerful sex within higher education. They make up 75% of professors and 66% of senior lecturers (HESA, 2019).

In children’s education, women dominate teaching – but get less and less visible in management. Whilst women make up 63% of teaching staff, they only make up a third of school leadership teams, including headteachers (Gov.uk, 2019).

Men are powerful in the management of the criminal justice system, but they also remain powerful when they are the offender within the criminal justice system. Men are becoming virtually untouchable within domestic and sexual violence prosecutions.

In recent years, we have seen court cases which do everything from blame 12-year-old girls for being trafficked by groups of men to using the underwear of teenagers to argue that they wanted to be raped. Our conviction rates for sexual violence offences committed by men are the lowest they have ever been, prompting legal activist groups such as the Centre for Women’s Justice to begin lobbying and protesting ‘the effective legalisation of rape’.

When the conviction rates for rape and sexual assault are so astonishingly low, it is arguable that we are sending a strong social message not only to women but to male perpetrators – that rape is not something we have an interest in stopping or challenging – and women are not worthy of justice.

The box below reports the CPS data being used by the Centre for Women’s Justice as they compile their case for judicial review in the high court. Clearly, charging, pre-charge decisions, prosecutions and convictions fell significantly.

However, of the cases the CPS did decide to take to court, their conviction rate increased.


The Crown Prosecution Service published the 2018-19 Violence against Women and Girls report.

Data for rape and serious sexual offences shows that, compared to 2017-18, pre-charge decisions completed by the CPS fell by 14.9%, from 6,012 to 5,114.

The proportion of pre-charge decisions that led to a charge fell from 46.9% to 34.4%.

Completed prosecutions fell by 32.8% - from 4,517 to 3,034.

Convictions fell by 26.9% - from 2,635 to 1,925.

The proportion of cases where the police did not respond to CPS requests for additional evidence or reasonable lines of enquiry within three months increased from 21.7% to 28.6%.

But the conviction rate jumped from 58.3% to 63.4%.



The simplest way to interpret these statistics is to explore the idea that the CPS are deliberately dropping as many sexual violence cases as possible, whilst only taking forward the cases that they feel they have a very high chance of successful conviction. This means that thousands of women and girls are being told that their case does not warrant investigation, prosecution or conviction.

However, with some clever PR spin, the CPS can say that their conviction rate is higher than ever and that they are ‘successfully convicting’ 63% of cases*

*that they took to trial after dropping tens of thousands of other cases they remain silent on.

With a criminal justice system set on decriminalizing rape, new figures show that only 1.9% of reported rapes end in prosecution (Home Office, 2019). With the majority of all cases of rape being perpetrated against women and girls and 100% of rapists being male offenders – this does raise questions about why our society, institutions and government have such little interest in sexual crimes against women and girls.

Misogyny

Many feminists would answer with one word: misogyny.

Much like the language and concept of patriarchy, there has been a concerted effort to minimise and delegitimize the concept and language of ‘misogyny’. When we discuss the reality and impact of misogyny, we are now met with accusations that misogyny is a myth dreamt up by feminist and ‘social justice warriors’.

The word ‘misogyny’ comes from two words, too. ‘Misos’ meaning hatred and ‘gune’ meaning woman. In the mid-17th century, it began to be used as ‘misogyny’ to mean the hatred of women. 400 years later, the definition has not changed, and we continue to discuss the global phenomenon linked to sexism – the hatred of females.

To people who have never considered this before, the concept of people hating 51% of the global population probably seems unlikely or farfetched. However, as this book will and many other books about violence against women and girls already have shown, there are thousands of examples of the constant, enduring ways we hate, harm, control, abuse and kill women and girls all over the world and throughout history.

Misogyny is displayed in so many direct and indirect ways. Sometimes they are obvious, and sometimes they are hidden in seemingly benevolent messages and beliefs about women, men, and social roles.

Misogyny has existed in several forms for thousands of years. Aristotle wrote that women were ‘inferior, incomplete, deformed versions of men’ (Freeland, 1994). Ancient Greek mythology contains many examples of misogyny, in which stories are told that the world was a peaceful and balanced place until Gods created women. However, later Greek literature generally considered misogyny to be a disease, as it contradicted all natural and social aims and norms to hate women and girls.

Second wave feminists tend to argue that misogyny is both the cause and the result of patriarchal control. These feminists and others tend to suggest that misogyny has its roots in what is known as the ‘Madonna-Whore Complex’, in which women can either be perceived and regarded as mothers, or whores. They are therefore either nurturing, safe, selfless mothers or they are promiscuous, sexual, objectified whores. This is further suggested to be related to the ‘Virgin-Whore Complex’ in which women and girls are either seen as a virgin or a whore. Either pure, or sexual. In today’s society in which we see even the youngest girls as sexual objects, it is hard to see where this line is drawn anymore. Once, where we thought it would be children who are seen as innocent, virginial females – it is becoming clearer that even young girls who are victims of male violence can be repositioned as ‘whores’ and ‘child prostitutes’ (See: Chapter 14).

In a society that has embedded and supported misogyny for so long, it is not hard to see why violence against women is commonplace, ignored, minimised and even supported. When we challenge the norms of violence against women, we are going up against thousands of years of misogynistic values, beliefs, faiths, rules, laws, control and abuse. It is so embedded in fact, that lots of studies have shown that women and girls apply misogynistic values to themselves and to other women (Ringrose, 2013; APA, 2007). Whilst some people may assume that men are the only ones to display misogyny, it is clear that women do, too.

One example of the way misogyny obscures the conversations and investigations into male violence is that talking about male violence becomes taboo, or irrelevant. This book will introduce you to the ways we talk about male violence as if women bring it upon themselves, or as if there is some sort of metaphorical violence that occurs to women naturally, without ever naming the perpetrators.

Instead of talking about the scale of male violence and the amount of men committing these crimes against women, we often see vague statistics about how many women will ‘become’ victims of

‘rape’ and ‘abuse’ and how many girls will be ‘sexually exploited’.

By who? Men.

But we will get to that later in this book.

Whataboutery

One final point to end this chapter is that another symptom of a misogynistic society, in my opinion, is whataboutery. I first wrote about ‘whataboutery’ in 2018 in a blog that has been read around one million times since. I wrote about the way people would derail conversations about violence against women and girls by constantly asking, ‘but what about men?’

This was particularly interesting to me as someone who already worked with men in another capacity. I noticed very quickly that when I spoke out about the abuse or suffering of men, people considered me to be a brilliant, authoritative, innovative thinker. But when I spoke about the abuse or suffering of women, I was just another hysterical, man-hating feminist bitch. I was relentlessly asked, ‘but what about men?’

The same could not be said when I wrote about men. No one was emailing me aggressively asking, ‘what about women?’ No one was tweeting or messaging me telling me that I must hate women to work with men. No one was threatening me or sending me pictures of their vulva for talking about the abuse of men and boys.

Whataboutery is a deliberate way of derailing the conversation about misogyny. From the faux-concerned woke bros to the well-meaning commenters, it is still interesting to watch how quickly people will derail from topics such as FGM, forced marriage, rape, trafficking and CSE to simply say, ‘but what about men, though?’ or, ‘why don’t you care about male victims?’

Of course, most people who do this don’t really care about men and boys at all. Whenever I respond with links to male support services, or reference lists containing journal articles or book chapters about the abuse of men – I never get a response.

Whataboutery has been successful, however. We now see large public campaigns kowtowing to pressure to include men in women’s campaigns and women’s services. We see academics, authors and speakers add in sections about how it ‘happens to men, too’ or ‘we mustn’t forget male victims’.

There is now a powerful counter-narrative to the issues of misogyny and male violence against women and girls:

That the same oppression and abuse is happening to men at the same rate, but they just don’t tell us.

Whilst it is probable and acknowledged that men and boys do not disclose their oppression, abuse or trauma – this suggestion assumes that women and girls live in a society in which they can freely and safely disclose violence, abuse and harm. This is incorrect according to decades of research and theory on reporting and disclosure. It is on this basis that I do not accept the suggestion that men and boys are equally oppressed and discriminated against, I do not accept that men and boys are subjected to sex based oppression at the same rates and I do not accept that they simply talk about it less. The inevitable calls of ‘misandry’ are nothing more than whataboutery.

As Michael Flood describes, misandry does not have the ‘systemic, trans-historic, institutionalized, and legislated antipathy of misogyny’ (Flood, 2007). What he is saying is that whilst misandry exists as a concept, it has no power in a patriarchal world. The hatred of a ruling class by an oppressed class doesn’t have as much power as when that hatred is expressed the other way around. The slave could hate the master, but the master would remain the master, so to speak.

As this book demonstrates, misogyny is a thread which continues throughout the social issue of victim blaming of women and girls. I have chosen to write about, talk to and support, women and girls. We are entitled to talk about and research the experiences of women and girls without relating them to, or including, boys and men. Women and girls are an entire group of humans who exist independently of males and as such, there is power, value and importance in topics that focus on and centre women and girls, unashamedly.

If you are looking for the section on men and boys, you have picked up the wrong book.
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