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Choose 3 images/videos and critically reflect upon how such images/identity are portrayed and (mis) interpreted in society.


‘We all feel she was asking for it’: a comment passed by a jury following the acquittal of a man charged with rape (Thompson-Ford, 2021, p.248). ‘It’s your fault. You’re wearing a skirt’ a comment passed while a male perpetrator assaulted his victim; the very same man acquitted of rape (Thompson-Ford, 2021, p.248). Despite it being the 21st Century, society still maintains and upholds this dated notion that women who wear clothing considered by society as provocative, or clothing that is not conservative are increasing the risk of being sexually assaulted (Gravelin, Biernat & Bucher, 2019). 
‘Taking it like a man’ and being referred to as a ‘wimp’ are the typical responses to men experiencing domestic violence; they should not show pain, express their vulnerability or show emotional upset (Hamel, 2005, p.29). Men are portrayed in society as the breadwinners, the protectors of their families; anything other than this is considered abnormal is society (Benatar, 2012). The above comments are evidence that gender roles and gender inequality continue to persist in the contemporary society (Lombard, 2018). Academics such as Ridgeway (2011) attribute this to the social construction of gender and cultural stereotypes. This paper will critically reflect upon how three images are misrepresented within society. The images will specifically relate to sexual violence and domestic abuse, focusing on society’s misunderstanding that clothing increases the risk of sexual assault, that a victim of domestic abuse is typically recognised as a woman, beaten and bruised (Thompson-Ford, 2021). The third image will critically reflect on society’s understanding of domestic abuse inflicted by a female perpetrator and how the socialisation of males and gender roles impacts society’s understanding of such abuse (Hine, Bates & Wallace, 2020). 










[image: ]





                                                                          Daily Mail.co.uk (2013)

Sexual violence continues to be a pressing and concerning issue within contemporary society; what is also concerning is that unlike crimes such as theft or fraud, survivors of sexual violence are likely to experience victim blaming often due to the attire they were wearing at the time of the attack (Gravelin  et al, 2019). Historically, social and cultural norms condoned the notion that women who were considered to dress ‘immodestly’ increased the risk of being sexually assaulted (Thompson-Ford, 2021, p.289). Furthermore, sociological studies found women who wore heavy make-up or dressed in what society considers provocative are at an increased risk of experiencing sexual violence (Lennon, Adomaitis, Koo & Johnson, 2017). Awasthi (2017) focuses on the biological model and theory, linking sexual violence to the dehumanization of women who are objectified, or self-objectify   based on external cues such as clothing. Awasthi’s (2017) paper goes further linking Frederickson’s (1997, cited in Awasthi, 2017, p.388) earlier ‘Objectification theory’ to his hypothesis, alluding that women who wear tight clothing such as swimsuits or leotards shift the male focus from a female’s personality to her body, thus ‘triggering’ a de-humanisation process’. Cassidy & Hurrell (1995,  cited in Lennon, Adomaitis, Koo & Johnson, 2017) study on women’s  responsibility of sexual assault based on their clothing concluded that findings were consistent with the theory: women thought to have worn a provocative dress were considered partly responsible for the attack and the perpetrators assault more justifiable. Surprisingly, victim blaming is also a concerning issue amongst judges and juries at trials; for example, in 2017, a man was found not-guilty of the rape of a seventeen-year-old female; the defence presented by the barrister was that the female was wearing a laced thong (BBC.co.uk, 2018). Refuting this notion is Thompson-Ford (2021) affirming that the notion that provocative clothing increases the likelihood of women being assaulted is a dated concept and that assaults on women are based on aggression and violence, not desire. Parcher (2017) expands on this argument comparing perpetrators of violence to criminals who steal; they target victims they consider vulnerable. According to Thompson-Ford (2021, p.249) perpetrators are more likely to consider women wearing high necklines and long-sleeved attire as vulnerable, and women who wear revealing clothing as confident and likely to ‘fight back’. 
Benatar (2012) argues that literature on the topic mainly concentrates on females as survivors of sexual violence and that men’s experiences are discounted. However, although Harding (2015) recognises men also experience sexual violence, argues that men are not conditioned like women to be fearful of being attacked, and are certainly not advised to be mindful of the clothing they wear, where they walk alone at night, or how much alcohol they consume. From a sociological perspective, it is startling to consider that both men and to some extent, women, do not always consider sexual assault to be a form of victimisation; instead, the socially ingrained understanding of sexual violence is ‘something women bring upon themselves, or men are expected to do in certain circumstances’ (Newman, 2008, p,385). This message is so deeply entrenched in society, that women often blame themselves for the attack, reflecting on their behaviour, blaming themselves for wearing the short dress/skirt or being in a certain place, at a certain time (Johnson, Lennon & Rudd, 2014). Harbouring these feelings of guilt is recognised as a barrier to recovery and increases the likelihood of anxiety, depression, post-traumatic stress and suicidal ideation (Newman, 2008). Taylor (2020) is also keen to emphasise that despite the media’s portrayal, sexual violence stems from the perpetrator inflicting violence, power and control over the victim, not a crime of passion. Supporting this concept is Asawthi (2017) who also asserts domestic violence is an exertion of power and control over a person but emphasises this abuse can present in many forms. 
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                                                                                (BBC NEWS, 2020)
Domestic abuse is complex and multi-faceted, described also as intimate partner violence or domestic violence (Nicolson, 2019). When asked to define the term domestic abuse, Bates & Taylor (2019) concludes that majority of society would typically portray a similar image to the above: a woman, looking terrified with evident indicators of physical abuse; a black eye and bruises. Devaney & Lezenbatt (2016) asserts that the preferred term they use is domestic violence because it captures the different aspects of violence that falls under this umbrella term. As Devaney & Lazenbatt (2016) correctly notes, domestic abuse widely varies in behaviours, often combining emotional, psychological and sexual abuse. The degree of abuse can also vary within each relationship, some people may experience constant abuse, whereas other may face sporadic episodes of abuse (McGorrary, 2020). Regardless of the continuum of abuse, the effects on the female are equally detrimental (McGorrary, 2020). Although power and control have been reflected in feminist literature focusing on domestic abuse as far back as the 1970s, coercive control has only recently gained public attention; coercive control is considered central to domestic abuse, beginning as oppressive behaviour before manifesting to physical and aggressive violence (Lombard, 2018). Coercive control is defined as the use of non-violent behaviour and tactics with the aim of maintaining power and control over a person, isolating them from friends and family, increasing dependence on the perpetrator (Devaney  et al,  2016, p.196).  Stark (2007, cited in Crossman, Hardesty & Hamby, 2018) argues that regarding heterosexual couples, coercive control is a gendered phenomenon, enabled and strengthened by the oppression of women. Since 2015, coercive control is recognised as an offence in The Serious Crime Act, Section 76; those found guilty could face 5 years imprisonment (Home Office, 2015).The introduction of coercive control as a criminal offence was an effort to maintain the human rights of the victim by recognising gaps in criminal law that would usually find people responsible of such behaviours go unpunished (McMahon & McGorrey, 2020). However, Wiener (2017, p.505) appears sceptical of the effectiveness of the act, arguing that police familiar with dealing with domestic issues measure the level of threat and offence based on ‘the violent incidence model’ and that it bears no resemblance to the oppression women experience through coercive control; police are familiar with dealing with more physical elements of domestic violence: injuries, bruises and violent outbursts, not oppression. Subsequently, due to limited understanding  of coercive control, and lack of recognition of the severity of this type of abuse, Stark (2012, cited in Wiener, 2017, p.505) emphasises that the ‘violent incidence model’ trivialises the behaviours associated with coercive control, deeming it a minor incident through the specific lens police use to determine cases. According to  Benatar (2012) another startling misrepresentation within society is domestic abuse, but abuse initiated by a female perpetrator.
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                                                                        (ManKind Initiative, 2014)

If this were an image of a man displaying aggression, holding a woman against a fence it is highly likely the people sitting around, basking in the sunshine would be intervening, stopping the abuse; the justification for believing this? The above image is a social experiment conducted by the charity the ManKind Initiative (Mankind Initiative, 2014). Without the video of the social experiment itself, the above image perfectly captures society’s understanding of domestic violence; it is a gendered phenomenon (Dutton & White, 2013). The video clip initially sees members of the public intervening when the man is violent towards the woman, but when the roles are reversed, the violence inflicted upon the man is ignored and his reaction berated and met with laughter (ManKind Initiative, 2014). Domestic abuse is a prevalent issue in the UK, contributing to roughly 16% of  cases presented to the Crown Prosecution Service (ONS.gov.uk, 2020). Gadd, Fox, Corr,  & Butler (2015)  argues that although charities are keen to discuss the number of women experiencing domestic violence the same cannot be said for male victims. Statistics demonstrate 1 in 6 men will experience domestic violence during their lives, furthermore, men are also less likely to disclose domestic violence in comparison to women (MenKind,Org.UK,2018). What is surprising is society’s failure to recognise male victims of domestic abuse, historically referred to as ‘battered husband syndrome’, charities advocating for male domestic abuse survivors compare the current recognition of male survivors of domestic abuse to the women who were beginning to be acknowledge during the 1907s (Steinmetz, 1977,  cited in Wright, 2016, p.336). 
Despite data demonstrating that males are also affected by domestic violence, Barry  et al,  2019, p.125) argues the feminist ideology dominates domestic violence, attributing ‘patriarchy’ as the sole cause of the issue. Hine, Bates & Wallace (2020, p.1) refers to this concept as ‘domestic violence stereotype’; male perpetrators are held accountable for physical aggression, whereas women inflicting violence must be doing so in self-defence. Furthermore, Hines et al (2020) affirms it is this very same notion that has resulted in male victims of domestic violence remaining a hidden group within society. Another element that is prevalent within historical and contemporary literature focusing on victims of male domestic violence is the socially ingrained perception gender roles; men are regarded as stoic and strong and should be able to defend themselves, especially if violence is inflicted by a woman (Barry  et al, 2019).  Wright (2016) stresses that the very same portrayal of masculinity is what prevents men from reporting such abuse, fearing they will be considered weak, and that society would fail to recognise them as a victim. 
It is evident from critically evaluating the above images that misrepresentations of gender and the stereotypes associated with these misrepresentations continue to persist in society (Nicolson, 2019).  Women continue to be sexually objectified in society for choosing to wear specific attire; furthermore, women are also conscious of the clothing they wear and routes they walk at night, not only in fear of assault, but also the victim-blaming that is associated with such crimes (Awasthi, 2017). Domestic abuse continues to be as prevalent within society, but thanks to feminist campaigners, raising awareness of domestic abuse the issue is gaining recognition (Lombard, 2018). Coercive control has recently begun to gain recognition and is now considered a criminal offence; although this appears to be positive progress, the ingrained perception that domestic abuse is measured on somewhat of a sliding scale by the police, those experiencing coercive abuse risk being overlooked with the behaviour considered a moderate risk (Wiener, 2017). Despite the increasing awareness of domestic abuse, there is one element that continues to be stagnant and overlooked in society: male victims of domestic abuse (Benatar, 2012). The image of a woman behaving aggressively whilst society overlooks it, continuing with their day, captures society’s perception of domestic violence – it is a gendered phenomenon (Hine et al, 2020). Unfortunately, society’s socially ingrained perceptions of gender continue to create a divide, allowing all the behaviours noted in this paper to persist. 
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