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CHAPTER 31

Fighting Violence against
Women: A Toolkit
Lester R. Kurtz

And we know, or should know, that every decrease of power is an open invitation to violence—if only because those who hold power and feel it slipping
from their hands have always found it difficult to resist the temptation of substituting violence for it.
— Hannah Arendt

A paradox: Violence saps our resources, threatens everyone, and transforms us into a culture of permanent war that unleashes terror in the
name of fighting terror. Equally, the use of violence delivers the illusion of
power, yet conceals that it weakens the user. In sum, if ever the strategies
of Minerva were required, it is in the fight against violence. This is particularly true for violence against women, not only because vulnerability is
gendered and women systematically are violence’s victims, but because,
conversely, they are sometimes its perpetuators or accomplices.
Our means of destruction have grown so deadly and ubiquitous, the
infrastructure for using them so effective, we must face the issue of violence head on and consider how to mitigate, if not eliminate it. Surely if
we were as smart as we think we are, we should be able to figure out how
to do it. Gender violence is not a kind of act against an individual or a
particular minority; it does not just affect half of humanity, but all of it.
Unfortunately, many if not most of our assumptions about violence are
false and our efforts to rid ourselves of that scourge not only fail but, in
fact, worsen it.
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This chapter explores some theoretical tools fashioned by the sociological imagination to address the problem of violence against women and
violence itself. Sociologist Max Weber claims that we must wrestle with
the demon of our time. For him, in Germany at the dawn of the twentieth century, it was rationality, the effort to disenchant and rationalize the
world, creating bureaucratic institutions and the modern socioeconomic
order, the iron cage of capitalism. Behind the issues explored here is the
question of whether the power of nonviolent civil resistance, which has
now toppled numerous political dictatorships, can mobilize for a gender
regime change (on the idea of a gender regime, see, e.g., Kardam, 2004;
Walby, 2004) and be effective against gender violence.
For us, at the beginning of the 21st century, our central social problem
may be violence, broadly defined, although it is linked to many others.
What is surprising is how little attention sociologists have given to this
core social problem, although there has been a dramatic increase in articles
about violence in sociology journals over the last half century from 5 in the
entire decade of the 1950s to 450 in the first decade of the 21st century.1
My basic assumption is that violence is best conceptualized as a destructive form of conflict, or a way in which conflict is carried out, so that fighting violence against women requires us to have a better understanding
of the conflicts that lead to the use of violence as a means of engaging in
conflict. According to Georg Simmel, conflict is “a form of sociation . . .
designed to resolve dualisms; it is a way of achieving some kind of unity
even if it be through the annihilation of one of the conflicting parties”
(Simmel, 1971, p. 70). Conflict itself thus has a positive character according
to Simmel’s conception; the problem is when the means used to carry it
out becomes destructive.
Consequently, fighting violence against women is first and foremost
focused on changing the means of conflict, how we carry it out from the
interpersonal to the transnational levels, so that inevitable conflicts of
interest are resolved without violence. Individual acts of violence against
women are carried out by individuals—especially men—but they do not
act by themselves. The scripts of a culture and the boundaries of a social
structure shape how perpetrators act; they legitimate violence against
women and provide violent methods of conflict that substitute for power,
on the one hand, and empathy on the other.
The goal of this chapter is to provide a set of tools for engaging in an
analysis of how conflicts lead to violence, their social psychological, institutional, and symbolic dimensions, and how those conflicts might be transformed. It also proposes tools for mobilizing nonviolent resistance to those
structures and processes that nurture and legitimate violence against
women. As Jennifer Turpin and I found when comparing the nuclear
arms race to sexual assaults 20 years ago, specific cases of violence are
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embedded in a web of violence that runs from the micro to the macro
levels of human life (Turpin and Kurtz, 1997).
Violence against women cannot be mitigated without fighting against
that very web of violent norms, values, behaviors, and structures that
perpetuate and legitimate it. This effort to understand violence against
women recommends a set of conceptual tools: a sensitizing concept, one
legend, two paradoxes, and two metaphors, concluding with a paradigmatic grid for analyzing and planning conflict transformations in order to
resist violence against women (see Table 31.1).
We begin with Robert Merton and Eleanor Barber’s concept of sociological ambivalence (Merton and Barber, 1976), that is, a contradiction
resulting from role structures and the set of expectations surrounding the
structure that results in oscillating, contradictory behaviors. Many who
struggle to mitigate violence against women advocate stiffer penalties that
range from longer terms of incarceration to the death penalty for the more
egregious forms of sexual violence We simultaneously condemn and condone violence against women and set up infrastructures to fight violence
with violence that sometimes paradoxically compound the problem rather
than getting at its root.
Gandhi embeds this individual and collective dilemma in the ethical
legacies of the warrior and pacifist motifs that run through the world’s
faith traditions and were addressed in the 20th century with the nonviolent activist who fights like a warrior but avoids harming like the pacifist
(Kurtz, 2008). The ancient Greeks exposed this dilemma in the legend of
Heracles, whose efforts to slay the multi-headed Hydra, which guarded the
underworld and terrorized the surrounding territory, were foiled by the
very nature of the beast: each time he cut off a head, two grew in its place.
Table 31.1
Fighting Violence Toolkit
r 0OFTFOTJUJ[JOHDPODFQUTPDJPMPHJDBMBNCJWBMFODF
r 0OFMFHFOE)FSBDMFTBOEUIF)ZESB
r 5XPQBSBEPYFT
○ Violence seems like the easy solution but is hard to do.
○ Violence is associated with power, but is actually an indicator of its absence.
r 5XPNFUBQIPST
○ The nuclear cage, the infrastructure of violence that like Weber’s iron cage
takes on a life of its own
○ The violence diamond, created by adding the concept of ecoviolence to
Johan Galtung’s triangle of cultural, direct, and structural violence
r 0OFQBSBEJHNUIF7JPMFODF5SBOTGPSNBUJPO(SJE
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AMBIVALENCE: THE WARRIOR AND THE PACIFIST
The sensitizing concept we propose, as Herbert Blumer (1954) calls it,
is the idea of sociological ambivalence, developed by Robert Merton and
Eleanor Barber (sometimes incorrectly attributed only to Merton): social
structures often provide people with ambivalent choices, literally bi-valent,
that is, having both a positive and a negative charge.
Killologist Dave Grossman (as he labels himself) teaches in the Reserve
Officer Training Corps and does research on combat. A major conclusion
of his research is that human beings share with most other species an
inherent tendency not to kill their own kind (Grossman and Siddle, 2008).
Indeed, the great revolution in military (and police) training since World
War II centers around helping soldiers overcome the natural resistance to
killing that not only hampers efficient combat techniques but frequently
leads to psychological trauma and post-traumatic stress disorder. I do see
the difference between lower-level violence like arrest and incarceration,
on the one hand, and actually killing someone, on the other, but there is a
dynamic to violence that runs that gamut.
We find ourselves ambivalent about violence even when we are trying to
fight it. In the strict sense of the term, we are bi-valent—that is, most people
are both attracted to and repulsed by violence; they condemn and condone
it simultaneously. Individuals frequently face contradictory demands
either within or between roles. The injured woman, mother, daughter, son,
husband, brother, or sister may be moved to such outrage that they want
to harm the perpetrator. Many social roles consist of a dynamic organization of norms and counter-norms in this tension that Merton and Barber
call “sociological ambivalence.”
It is not simply a matter of social psychology but a consequence of role
structures and the set of expectations surrounding the structure. When
faced with violence, we contradict ourselves, oscillating between the two
poles—presidents tell their countries’ youth to avoid violence while at the
same time they are dropping bombs on other countries. If we condemn
violence against women but advocate a violent remedy, we might not
escape the trap. This is the ancient wisdom embodied in the Asian theory
of karma (Kurtz, 2005c): harmful acts ripple out, causing effects that in
turn cause again, creating a violent social structure and culture that escalates rather than solving the problem of violence.
A so-called radical response to reprehensible behavior often seems to
imply counter-violence, when there is a sense in which a violent response
plays into the underlying assumptions about the unacceptable nature of
violence and gets us into complicated arguments about the difference
between legitimate versus illegitimate violence and the criteria for making
the distinction. The argument of patriarchy about violence has never been
against violence per se, but in favor of its use against women who refuse
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to obey; it has to do, as Arendt would remind us, with a power slippage—
overt physical violence against women is often an effort by men to reassert
their so-called rightful dominance over women.
Moreover, our ethical guidance systems offer competing moral conclusions about the use of violence: the warrior ethic, on that one hand, that
runs through all the world’s sacred scriptures insists that violence is a
duty under certain conditions. On the other hand, the pacifist motif—also
found in every set of scriptures—insists that it is wrong to kill or harm
others. The warrior’s dilemma is that he or she knows it is wrong to kill,
perhaps even to harm others—“his” mother may have taught him that!
The pacifist also faces moral quandaries, however, by not acting in the face
of the evil or injustices that the warrior faces head-on by fighting them.
Gandhi’s solution to this moral dilemma was nonviolent direct action,
which involves fighting (just as the warrior does), but not harming (like
the pacifist) (Kurtz, 2008). This effort to involve the sociological and psychological ambivalence of violence Gandhi claims he learned from his
mother and has been used by women successfully throughout history (see
Chapter 25 of this volume).
THE LEGEND: HERACLES AND THE HYDRA
The legendary Greek monster Hydra, according to Virgil’s Aeneid, lived
deep underwater, as its name suggests, in a cave that led to the underworld. It was the guardian at the juncture between the living and the
dead, emerging from time to time to terrorize those living nearby. Heracles
labored to destroy it; when he approached the swamp, he had to cover his
mouth and nose to avoid inhaling the fatal fumes of the beast’s breath.
Each time Heracles severed one of Hydra’s heads, two grew in its place.
Realizing that his brute force was fruitless and he had to outwit the monster, he sought help from his cousin Iolaus. Together they managed to cut
off the mortal heads, perhaps suturing each joint to prevent the growth
of replacements. They finally destroy the immortal head with the monster’s own poisonous venom, a strategy inspired by Athena (the Roman
Minerva), the goddess of wisdom. Even according to Greek mythology,
the two men struggling violently against violence needed a different perspective in order to be successful, one coming from a female deity.
Like the ancient foes of Hydra, we moderns struggle in vain to slay the
monster of violence. Each time we claim a victory, we find that in the place
of the violence we have slain, two more threats emerge. For each terrorist leader we slay, two fierce replacements arise, and so the threat grows
exponentially. For every representative of the “Other” ethnic group we
slay, more than one rises up to avenge the death.
We have built an infrastructure to fight violence with violence. It is no
accident that violence so often becomes the means du jour for carrying out
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conflict, because the remedies of our narratives hold so fast to the idea of
violence as the ultimate solution to violence. It is no doubt necessary to
have a transition period while we move toward nonviolence, and what
we have now seems to require using violence of some kind to bring those
who use violence to “justice,” but those temporary measures should not
become indefinite excuses. Moreover, the most effective punishments for
violating others’ rights are often not violent—some of the remedies may
not even have occurred to us yet, because we continue to rely on the wellworn path of violence.
The fight against violence is replete with paradoxes, however, a topic I
take up next.
TWO PARADOXES
Violence seems easy, but is hard.
Violence is associated with power, but is a result of powerlessness.

Violence Is Hard
When Brigadier General S. L. A. Marshall, chief historian of the European Theater of Operations in World War II, interviewed American soldiers returning from the front, he was shocked to learn that only 15–20
percent of them had fired their rifles at an exposed enemy soldier (Murray
et al., 2008). This discovery alerted us to the difficulty humans have in
carrying out acts of violence and led to several decades of research into
the biological limits on violent behavior that seem to exist alongside the
human ability to harm others.
Marshall’s theory also helped to set in motion a revolution in military
training designed to address the “problem” that humans seem to share
with most species on the planet: a resistance to killing their own kind.
Murray et al. observe,
Marshall’s findings have been somewhat controversial, but every available, parallel, scholarly study has validated his basic findings. Ardant du Picq’s surveys
of French officers in the 1860s and his observations on ancient battles, Keegan
and Holmes’ numerous accounts of ineffectual firing throughout history, Paddy
Griffith’s data on the extraordinarily low killing rate among Napoleonic and American Civil War regiments, Stouffer’s extensive World War II and postwar research,
Richard Holmes’ assessment of Argentine firing rates in the Falklands War, the
British Army’s laser reenactments of historical battles, the FBI’s studies of nonfiring
rates among law enforcement officers in the 1950s and 1960s, and countless other
individual and anecdotal observations, all confirm Marshall’s fundamental conclusion that man is not, by nature, a close-range, interpersonal killer. (2008, p. 170)

Combat studies suggest that there is a natural resistance to killing; Grossman and Siddle (2008) argue, “Even when there is equal or even greater
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danger of dying, combat is much less stressful if you do not have to kill.”
It may not be going too far to argue that there is a convergence between the
conclusion of combat studies and the Dalai Lama’s more spiritual contention that humans are naturally nonviolent (Kurtz, 2005b).
The U.S. military hired psychologists to develop training methods that
used operant conditioning, with rewards for simulating killing behavior,
to condition soldiers to repeat the acts when operating in fearful real-life
battles. Indeed, the fire rates increased through the Korean and Vietnam
wars (Grossman and Siddle, 2008).
Randall Collins’s (2009) crucial microsociology of violence found a similar pattern when he studied violence in many different situations from as
many angles as possible. Observing many photos, video clips, and narratives of a wide range of violence, he found that it is difficult to carry out
and that a very small number of people actually do so and usually for
short periods of time. In the end, Collins argues, violence is situational,
that is, it is the result of a process “revolving around emotions of fear,
tension, and forward panic, with strong elements of emergence” (Collins,
2009, p. 24).
“Violence is hard, not easy,” Collins (2009, pp. 23–24 ) contends.
Moreover,
Virtually no cultural discourse admits this; neither perpetrators nor pro-violence
groups, nor victims, nor altruistic or righteous observers-from-a-distance. Everyone thinks violence is easy to perform, whether one brags about it, fears it, or
hopes to eliminate it. (Collins, 2009, p. 24)

Nonetheless, the real violence that Collins has observed firsthand and
in thick descriptions, videotapes, and as many types of media as possible,
consists of microsituations in which “talking about violence” falls
into ritual patterns of bluster and bluff, and these rituals provide an ideology that
covers up the real nature of violence—that it is hard to perform, that most people
are not good at it, including those who are doing the bragging and swaggering.
(Collins, 2009, p. 24)

Collins’s situational approach is particularly salient to violence against
women. First, in moments of confrontation that potentially lead to violence, there is a build-up of tension and fear that may or may not break
out into violence.
Second, violence against women operates, according to Collins, with the
same dynamics as other kinds of violence. He claims, “Both short-term
gender-symmetrical violence and long-term male-dominated severe violence must go through situational build-ups. Like violence of any kind,
these can break out only if they can find some way around confrontational
tension/fear” (Collins, 2009, p. 143). Collins describes “common couple
fights” as going
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through a few mutually acceptable moves, an escalation just so far and not farther.
These disputes have a scripted ending. The first outburst of violence usually ends
the episode; once the violence establishes the dramatic peak, the tacitly agreed-upon
limit, the fight stops. The blow-up often clears the air; the participants recognize that
to go further would be to threaten the relationship, the balance of power that they
have worked out. The scene ends, often with some standardized dramatic gesture,
leaving in a huff, slamming the door, followed by a cooling-off period, and either to
ignoring the incident in upcoming encounters, or to apologies and reconciliations.

Violence against Women Is Hard?
The problem with this line of argument is that the World Health Organization claims that violence against women occurs in “epidemic proportions” and affects about a third of all women in the world (World Health
Organization, 2013). Collins’s optimistic scenario describes a ritual that
may be common in his cultural circles but is belied by the statistics of
women battering worldwide. Why are so many women injured by violence worldwide every day?
Domestic violence is common and extraordinarily damaging and cannot be minimized, but nonetheless there are structural constraints around
it that can be enhanced through cultural transformation movements aimed
at building up those barriers. Violence against women is, in the end, usually a ritual act designed to reinforce domination when less forceful, more
consensual means of obtaining compliance of consent fail. It is legitimated
by patriarchal and sexist cultural norms and, in some subtraditions, by
explicitly authorizing sectarian teaching that provides a rationalization for
men to enforce the dominator system and their own superiority system in
it by using violence when they feel it is threatened.
An important key to the mitigation of violence against women is, therefore, a transformation of the socialization rituals that legitimate such
behavior, eliminating the path around the natural barriers against violence
in biology (De Waal, 2000). Indeed, that is what happens in the peaceful
societies that have very little aggression, as Douglas Fry and others have
shown (Fry, 2008; Baszarkiewicz and Fry, 2008).
So if violence is so hard, as Collins and I are contending, why is there
so much of it? Social psychologist Albert Bandura claims that it is possible
because of a psychological process that involves employing mechanisms
of moral disengagement (Bandura, 1999). He argues that “moral reasoning is translated into actions through self-regulatory mechanisms rooted
in moral stands and self-sanctions by which moral agency is exercised.”
In order to engage in “reprehensible conduct,” individuals have to go
through a process of moral disengagement, by which they do not employ
the moral self-sanctions that normally prevent them from engaging in
inhumane conduct (see Table 31.2).
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Table 31.2
Moral Disengagement—Accounts for Violence against Women
Mechanism of Moral Disengagement

VAW Accounts

Moral justification: detrimental conduct is
made personally and socially acceptable
by portraying it as serving socially worthy
or moral purposes

“She needed to be taught a valuable
less for her own good.”

Euphemistic language: sanitizing
language to avoid the direct language of
violence

“I decided to shut her up.”

Advantageous comparison: making
harmful conduct look good by comparing
it to something worse

“If I hadn’t hit her, she might have
hurt all of us.”

Displacement of responsibility: obscuring
or minimizing the agentive role in the
harm one causes

“She forced me to take action; I did
not want to do it.”

Distortion of consequences: minimizing
or distorting consequences so there is little
reason for self-censure

“I barely touched her—the next
day you couldn’t tell anything had
happened.”

Dehumanization: self-censure for cruel
conduct can be disengaged by stripping
people of human qualities

“That bird is pretty, but she doesn’t
use her head.”

Attribution of blame: blaming the victims
for bringing suffering on themselves

“If she doesn’t want to get hit, she
shouldn’t treat me like that—it’s her
own fault.”

Source: The mechanisms of moral disengagement are from Bandura; the examples are mine.

Violence against women thus requires, according to Bandura, a psychological process that calls on repertoires in the culture that justify reprehensible actions by reframing them in a positive light. These psychological
processes do not operate in a vacuum within a perpetrator’s brain, but
are situated within cultural frames and institutional boundaries that either
promote or inhibit the activation of internal mechanisms. In a culture
where violence is assumed supremely powerful, however, it may not be
necessary for conscious moral disengagement to occur when preempting
or reacting to a threat of violence in self-defense. It might simply be an
automatic first response to someone who is threatened and attempting to
respond proportionately.
One of Bandura’s students, Alfred McAlister, developed a public health
experiment based on Bandura’s theories. He first distributed an opinion
survey about a military invasion, followed by a brief communication
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about moral disengagement, one encouraging them to use it and the other
to resist it. When asked if they wished to change any of their opinions,
both groups showed some shift, but especially those encouraged to resist.
The men, but especially the women in the study, were more inclined “to
resist moral disengagement” after the brief communication. This modest
experiment suggested that making people conscious of the process might
make them more resistant to it, giving credence to the promise of educational approaches to violence against women (see Chapter 34 in Volume 2).
The problem, of course, as McAlister points out, is competing messages
from other sources such as the media and peers, which might produce
different attitudes.
In short, although the specter of violence seems to rise above us like an
unconquerable monster, we actually have an ally in human nature. We are
not wired for war, as the Seville Statement notes,2 but we are inherently
hesitant to commit acts of violence. The mystery of how to fight violence
lies not primarily with biology (although that is part of it), but with sociology, because violence is structured, ritualized, and legitimated by cultural
values. They are a consequence of what Mills (1959) calls the link between
biography and history, discernible through the sociological imagination.
Violence is, as Arendt insists, a matter of power—but in a somewhat
paradoxical way, because its use is an indicator of a lack of power, or at
least what Weber calls legitimate authority.
Violence Does Not Equal Power
As Hannah Arendt (1970) observes in her insightful On Violence, political
and social theorists tend to equate violence and power: “‘All politics is a
struggle for power; the ultimate kind of power is violence,’ said C. Wright
Mills. He was echoing Max Weber’s definition of the state as the ‘rule of
men over men, based on the means of legitimate, i.e., allegedly legitimate,
violence.’” Arendt insists that Mills and Weber are wrong, however:
Power and violence are opposites; where the one rules absolutely, the other is
absent. Violence appears where power is in jeopardy, but left to its own course
its end is the disappearance of power. This implies that it is not correct to say
that the opposite of violence is nonviolence: to speak of nonviolent power is actually redundant. Violence can destroy power; it is utterly incapable of creating it.
(Arendt, 1970, p. 56)

Those who resort to violence are by doing so demonstrating not power
but powerlessness or an attempt to assert power that is not apparent. This
may be at the root of violence against women; men are unlikely to hit,
rape, or batter women over whom they feel they already have power. The
danger in this analysis, of course, is the “blame the victim” syndrome,
that is, an implication that the recipient of the violence is responsible for
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the attack. If she had only submitted, behaved differently, etc., she would
not have been hit. This displacement of responsibility is one of the key
“mechanisms of moral disengagement” that Bandura says perpetrators of
violence engage in as a way of avoiding self-censure.
Overt acts of violence are necessary not when someone has power but
when one is trying to obtain it or to give the appearance of having what
has been lost. Arendt observes, moreover, that a decline in police efficiency
in making arrests is followed by an increase in police brutality, an observation that may help explain the widespread use of torture against suspected
terrorists by agents of the U.S. government in the face of its powerlessness
against terrorist organizations.
Much of the development of alternatives to violence is a consequence
of a rethinking of the notion of power by Gandhian and feminist thinkers
(see Bell, 2008; Sharp, 2005). Much modern social theory defines power as
a form of domination, that is, the ability to command others to do one’s
will (Weber, 1978).3 This form of power is, in the end, enforced by violence,
a monopoly over which in a given territory is held by the state (Weber,
1978). Another form of power is empowerment, which rather than being
zero-sum is shared. The other crucial element in rethinking power is that
it has multiple sources (see Sharp, 2005), an idea I will discuss more below
in the context of nonviolent alternatives.
Most of the time people manage their social interactions and conflicts
without resorting to violence. Indeed, even serial killers are nonviolent
most of the time and have killed only a small number of the thousands of
people with whom they have interacted.
Violence—and its threat—are, however, important elements of the system of male dominance, but are used when the usual rituals of dominance
such as money and social hierarchy and deference norms fail to give men
superiority. Any social hierarchy is held in place with a complex network
of rewards and sanctions. The role of violence is to increase the costs of
disobedience to the system and its elites, so in that sense violence is a
mechanism for exercising power, despite Arendt’s insights. In the end, the
person who fails to obey the state is threatened with arrest at gunpoint and
imprisonment. The woman who fails to submit to patriarchy is threatened
with violence, with its use as a necessary implication of the logic because if
it is threatened and not used, the credibility of the threat—and the system
itself—are called into question.
The rewards and sanctions that hold a social system together and maintain its hierarchy are institutionalized. Violence against women is the visible indicator of a set of hierarchical norms, values, roles, and rituals that
keep women “in their place” and make resistance costly—but not impossible. Not only is any system vulnerable, but the increasing consciousness
of how the system works precipitated by the women’s movement is challenging it profoundly.
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TWO METAPHORS: THE NUCLEAR CAGE AND THE VIOLENCE
DIAMOND
The Nuclear Cage
In his famous essay The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, Max
Weber concluded that the original moral authority for the spirit of capitalism, an ethic in the Protestant tradition that made people work hard and
accumulate their capital, dropped away once early capitalism was institutionalized. Work was no longer was a spiritual option but now bound
everyone within a Stahlhardesgehause, sometimes translated as an “iron
cage:” When cultural themes are institutionalized in the social order, they
seem to take on a life of their own and are taken for granted, shaping the
roles and narratives that guide daily life.
The Puritan wanted to work in a calling; we are forced to do so. For when asceticism was carried out of monastic cells into everyday life, and began to dominate
worldly morality, it did its part in building the tremendous cosmos of the modern
economic order. This order is now bound to the technical and economic conditions
of machine production which to-day determine the lives of all the individuals who
are born into this mechanism, not only those directly concerned with economic
acquisition, with irresistible force. Perhaps it will so determine them until the last
ton of fossilized coal is burnt. (Weber, 1978, p. 183)

In the 20th century, military infrastructures were constructed both to
promote and to counter the Nazi project. A powerful infrastructure was
built up that persists to this day, despite the rise and fall of various enemies against which it is directed. This “nuclear cage,” as I like to call it,
borrowing from Weber’s metaphor (Kurtz, 1988), takes on a life of its own
like the modern bureaucratic order Weber criticized, trapping its creators
and subverting its supposed purpose, i.e., the security of its progenitors.
Like the Puritan, we have lost our free will about participation in the system, which extracts our resources and puts them to work creating a vast
network of units and weapons that make violent conflict almost inevitable
when large-scale conflicts emerge. When disputes arise, we have a repertoire of rituals and an infrastructure for violence unparalleled in human
history. In this context, violence against women is part of the logic of the
war system, as Betty Reardon (1996) put it, and what Robert Elias (1997)
deems “a culture of violent solutions.”
What is surprising is not that violence erupts, but that there is so much
resistance to it, as evidenced, e.g., in the series of worldwide demonstrations prior to the American invasion of Iraq, and the contorted efforts by
the United States to explain its decision to use military force to the international community, the United Nations, and so forth. Military invasions are
what superpowers do; what is new is the widespread organized resistance
to them. That is, of course, why most political violence is now not the
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spectacular international movement of military forces, but more localized
conflicts between ethnic groups, often fueled by and serving as proxies for
larger geopolitical struggles (see Scherrer (2008) for an excellent database
and analysis of large-scale violent conflicts in recent decades). VAW is an
age-old phenomenon; what is surprising is not that women are vulnerable, but that they are increasingly organized to resist it.
It is in this context that takes on its special character in contemporary
life, for it is not just one stone-age man hitting his female partner or neighbor, but a complex web of violence that runs from the interpersonal to
the global. The foundations of violence upon which the modern global
system rests is intertwined with patriarchy, as Betty Reardon (1996; see
also Reardon, 1999; Reardon, 2013) argues, with daily rituals and elaborate
explanations that allow men to morally disengage and commit acts of
violence with impropriety, sometimes even avoiding self-censure.
The nuclear cage metaphor helps us understand, moving forward from
Weber, how the institutionalization of violent conflict sets the stage for
escalations to violence on a routine basis. Long-worn paths of conflict lead
to violence through ritual behaviors and long-established “truths” that
give acts of aggression against women a kind of moral explanation. Like
other systems of extreme hierarchy, however—slavery, apartheid, and so
forth—patriarchy is no longer self-evident and is now often illegal. International agreements signed by nation-states declaring the equality of all
and setting up safeguards against violence against women, give women
around the globe new leverage to challenge the norms and institutions of
the patriarchal system.
Violence appears in many forms, however, and is not always the kind
that leaves visible scars or physical deaths. It is to the multiplicity of forms
of violence that we now turn our attention.
The Violence Diamond
Johan Galtung’s classic triangle of direct, structural, and cultural
violence is an indispensable piece of the violence puzzle. To that I add
violence against the environment, a fourth and related type of violence
against nature that feeds back (like the iron cage) on its attackers in the
form of climate change and violent natural occurrences. This now fourfold typology of violence—like its literal mineral counterpart—provides a
picture of violence that is hard to break and persists on a number of levels.
A major contribution of the Galtung lens is that different kinds of violence have divergent causes although they are all interrelated and affect
one another. We begin by seeing that structural violence, although often
hidden, is just as real and harmful as the explicit, direct violence that is the
subject of newspaper headlines. The death of more than 8 million children
each year by malnutrition and related causes (UNICEF) is just as harmful
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to them and their family and friends as if someone had shot them down
with guns or bombs, but they die silently, as far as much of the world is
concerned. There are no newspaper headlines—indeed, it is not news, but
rather a routine fact of daily life in our world. They are killed by structures of food misdistribution and lack of adequate medical care, victims of
vicious structural violence behind the scenes for the world’s elites.
As Kathleen Maas Weigert puts it in her lucid explanation of Galtung’s
concept, structural violence
refers to preventable harm or damage to persons (and by extension to things) where
there is no actor committing the violence or where it is not practical to search for the
actor(s); such violence emerges from the unequal distribution of power and resources
or, in other words, is said to be built into the structure(s). (Weigert, 2008, p. 2005)

These different kinds of violence, according to Galtung (1990), result
from the failure to meet various types of human needs: survival, wellbeing, identity, and freedom needs. Cross-tabulating direct and structural
violence with these needs thus identifies eight categories of violence (both
direct and structural violations of each type of need).
Cultural violence, then, provokes, or at least justifies structural and
direct violence. As Galtung puts it, it includes “those aspects of culture,
the symbolic sphere of our existence—exemplified by religion and ideology, language and art, empirical science and formal science (logic,
mathematics)—that can be used to justify or legitimize direct or structural
violence.”
Cultural violence against women consists first and foremost, of course,
of the culture of patriarchy, the myriad ways in which the subordination
of women is justified from daily rituals to worldviews, in the rich cultural
fabrics of the social orders in which the inferiority of women is woven and
acted out in institutional roles and embodied in rules of etiquette, norms,
and laws.
We must be careful, however, to use only the lens of victimhood, because
beneath the surface—and often erupting into history, as Anne-Marie Codur
and Mary King demonstrate in Chapter 24 of this volume—is a powerful
resistance, born of overt domination and creative forms of subversion that
are created daily but also transmitted from generation to generation in the
socialization of young women to respond with dignity and intelligence in
the face of oppression. How that resistance to all kinds of violence might
be enhanced and mobilized is where we turn our attention next.
THE CONFLICT TRANSFORMATION GRID
Fighting violence against women requires the mobilization of a movement to transform the structures and cultures, to resist the cultural and
structural violence that facilitates and legitimates the direct violence.
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Otherwise all we have is well-meaning individuals who can make small
differences here and there, or nice rhetoric, declarations from the United
Nations, faith groups, celebrities, politicians, and business leaders that
express the right sentiments, but only marginally shift the culture, let alone
public policy and the behavior of those who perpetrate that violence.
Declarations, slogans, and public statements are good, of course, and
can be used as leverage, but in the end violence against women will not be
mitigated until there is a mobilization of people power that counters the
elite power benefiting from the existing system that not only allows, but
benefits from, a regime of violence against women.
My purpose here is not to start the movement, but to provide the kind of
intellectual analysis that might be useful, an exercise in public sociology.
It attempts to build especially upon the Gandhian tradition of nonviolent
civil resistance, which has emerged as a vital force in geopolitics in recent
decades and draws upon various kinds of social movements around the
world and over time.
Efforts to mitigate violence against women would involve a shifting
from violence to nonviolence along a series of dimensions, on the one
hand, and along a number of causes of violence, on the other. The paradigm suggested in the grid in Table 31.3 provides a guide for the systematic analysis of any conflict in order to look for windows of opportunity
where that transformation from violence to nonviolence might take place.
This process was inspired by Aristotle’s theory of the four causes, my
own developing understanding of the dimensions of conflict rooted in my
study of Gandhi, and teaching courses on violence at the European Peace
University (see Kurtz, 2008; Fogg, 1985).4
The idea is that when the causes and dimensions of a conflict are crosstabulated, we can look for moments of opportunity in each cell where they
intersect. Each of those intersections will be more salient in some conflicts
Table 31.3
Conflict Transformation Grid
Who

What

How

When

Why

Where

Causes
Pillars of Power Contents
Forms of Conflict Purposes Geographical
Dimensions Classes & Status of Conflicts Conflict Triggers of Conflict Location
Groups; Identity (Material) (Formal) (Efficient) (Final)
Groups (e.g., race,
gender, faiths,
political parties)
Reciprocal
Institutional
Ritual
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than in others, but we should analyze each one; the consequences of transforming each component may be multiplicative rather than merely cumulative, and it may be possible that starting at one point in the conflict that
is more amenable to change may open up opportunities elsewhere.
In short, the dimensions of the conflict are the reciprocal, at the social
psychological level, second, the institutional, and finally the ritual or
symbolic aspect. All of these dimensions are interrelated, but have their
own characteristics, and intersect with each of the causes or elements of a
conflict.
Dimensions of Conflicts
We can analyze each of three dimensions—the reciprocal or social
psychological, institutional, and ritual or symbolic—along the spectrum
of “causes,” in Aristotle’s term, so that we get a systematic look into the
many aspects of the conference that can be transformed.
The reciprocal dimension involves the process of exchanges among
actors, with a number of social psychological dynamics that are present
in most relationships, regardless of the content of the conflict between
parties. Reciprocity is a fundamental building block of social life that
apparently exists universally in human (and many other) societies. It is
an exchange that has common characteristics no matter what the content of what is being exchanged—whether money, love, power, goods,
political status, or whatever. In Simmelian fashion, I distinguish between
the forms and contents of reciprocity, which can involve the exchange
of either benevolent or harmful content in a number of forms. The most
prominent forms are
r Balanced reciprocity: A gives to B and B gives back something
equivalent to A;
r Negative (unbalanced) reciprocity: A gives to B and B fails to reciprocate
appropriately or at all; and
r General reciprocity: A gives to B, who in turn gives to C.
Almost anything can be given or taken and reciprocated, whether material goods (money, food, resources) or psychological/spiritual intangibles
such as affection and love or hatred, praise or condemnation. Whether the
content is beneficial or harmful is, of course, a matter of perception—a kiss
can be defined as beneficial by one party, harmful by the other. Its definition is constructed out of a complex set of situations, norms, values, and
relationships, which both affect and are affected by the exchange.
Reciprocal relations are rarely symmetrical; there is always an element
of power involved in an exchange with one another, even when it appears
to be benevolent. Moreover, there is an element of escalation involved
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because of the value in initiating an exchange. If the content is beneficial,
then the recipient feels obligated to give something in return. If it is harmful, the recipient feels justified in harming the perpetrator. Moreover, there
is a built-in escalation in the exchange that results from a definition of a
lack of balance or equilibrium, which leads to a sense of injustice or injury
that justifies retaliation with an escalated intensity. If you initiate a harmful exchange by hitting me, I feel justified in hitting you back, but more
than once.
This abstract conceptualization of reciprocity appears at first glance
to minimize the underlying tension of asymmetrical gender relations in
dominator societies, of course. The building tension and fear of a conflict
situation (remember Collins’s microsociology) may lead to blows by the
culturally defined superior party (usually the man) against the culturally
acknowledged “inferior” party, who is unable to reciprocate proportionately, perhaps because of physical prowess, but more likely because of
cultural norms. Indeed, contemporary technologies of violence provide a
kind of equalizer effect in terms of physical ability.
Generalized reciprocity is even more complicated, in a way, but has
some significant implications. Coid et al. (2001, p. 450) found when studying the “relation between childhood sexual and physical abuse and risk of
revictimisation in women” that “childhood abuse substantially increases
risk of revictimisation in adulthood. Women who have experienced multiple childhood abuse are at most risk of adult revictimisation.”
The institutional dimension refers to the social organizational context of
a conflict, from the informal networks of friendship and family to formal
organizations and bureaucracies in every sphere of social life. Because
most conflicts take place within an institutional context—usually a formal one—the organizational culture where it occurs shapes the repertoire
drawn on by adversaries, the power relations that are a key part of the
fight, and the trajectory it takes over time.
The institutionalized systematic inequality of gender roles around
the world creates the organizational context within which conflicts
take place, and the scripts and expectations are formalized and ritualized within organizational cultures. Violence against women plays out
within the boundaries of those institutional settings, which are increasingly formalized in the contemporary world. Institutions function much
like force fields, or clusters of relationship networks with forceful reciprocal influences that are in continuous motion like the tightly packed,
always vibrating subatomic particles that give the outward appearance
of stability and shape to the naked eye. The formal rules and procedures
of institutions—like states, corporations, and other bureaucracies—are
crystallizations of that activity (Georg Simmel’s metaphor) that real life
bounces up against but moves around, under, and over in the flow toward
new arrangements. Individuals are agents, but not discrete units acting
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on their own; their action is always in relation to those around them and
the institutional clusters of relationships intensify the effects of their interaction rituals.
Both violence and nonviolence are eruptions of the ongoing energy of
those interactions, and are intense rebellions against existing arrangements or the trends of social processes. The difference, it seems increasingly to me, lies in strategies of distancing versus bonding, of harming as
opposed to helping.
Violence, on the one hand, sharpens differences and boundaries among
individuals and groups, and gains momentum through harming the Other,
disrupting the current organization of energies by heightening differences
and attempting to damage those on the other side. Nonviolence emphasizes bonding and mutuality that weaves ties across differences and sees
value in embracing them, like the interdependence of a diverse natural
ecosystem in which survival of the whole and its parts relies on thriving because of the difference: some parts inhale oxygen and exhale CO2,
while their counterparts thrive on CO2 and emit oxygen.
Perhaps my analogy breaks down here because the natural world is also
a pretty violent place as well as a collaborative one, where cooperation
and competition are both necessary for the shape of things to emerge, but
there is a food chain in which subordinates are devoured by the large and
powerful. The other divergence of human organization from the natural world is, of course, the mind and its conscious manipulation of the
order of things, its strategizing and construction of the natural and social
environment in order to achieve more abstract goals. Of course, this consciousness or rational thought is also part of the natural order, emerging
from and reacting back on it, and perhaps is not unique to humans as we
once thought. The line is now blurred by so-called artificial intelligence, on
the one side, and increasing awareness of the adaptability of nonhuman
agents in the world who sometimes seem to transcend purely biologically
determined actions.
Ritual: Finally, the symbolic aspects of the conflict, the ritual patterns,
are drawn upon by its parties and the deep symbolic underpinnings that
inform its tone and drama, intensity, and direction. Habitual behaviors
with symbolic meaning are reenacted by participants drawing upon sometimes ancient formulas for handling disagreements and focusing on conflict symbols that act like lightning rods for emotions and propel action
forward in given directions (Kurtz, 2005a).
Opportunities for conflict transformation may appear in any of those
dimensions or, perhaps more likely, at their intersections, and the mobilization of new dynamics is part of the genius of Gandhi’s transformative
action. We can see this more clearly as we move through the various causes
of the conflict where, again, we might find windows of opportunity.
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Causes of Conflict
Aristotle launches our understanding of the causes of conflict (or anything else for that matter). He suggests that there are four basic causes—
material, formal, efficient, and final:
1. That out of which a thing comes to be and which persists, . . . e.g., the
bronze of the statue [the material cause—what a conflict is about];
2. The form or the archetype, i.e., the statement of the essence and its genera [the formal cause—how the conflict is conducted];
3. The primary source of the change [the efficient cause—when something happens that triggers a conflict];
4. In the sense of end or “that for which the sake of which” a thing is done,
e.g., health is the cause of walking about [the final cause—the ultimate
reasons for a conflict]. (Aristotle, 350 BCE)
If we add to Aristotle’s list the sociological issue of who is involved in the
conflict, we have the journalists’ questions of the “who, what, when, why,
and how” of a conflict. We might also ask where, of course, because it is
sometimes significant (e.g., a change in who is involved in a conflict often
involves an expansion of its geographical boundaries).
Again, as with the dimensions, the idea is to look for areas of potential
transformation, where a conflict might be shifted from violence to a nonviolent mode; it is not so much eliminating conflict—although that is often
desirable—but transforming it toward a more creative form.
We begin with the parties to the conflict, who should be identified not
only as individuals and groups explicitly involved in a fight, but also
in terms of where they are situated in the social fabric of the conflict,
the institutions that define the roles individuals play, and the symbolic
elements of their identities. From a social movements perspective, I am
most interested in how a social movement might be mobilized to address
the root causes of a conflict, using nonviolent strategies and tactics to
transform both the conflict and the social structuration that created it.
When the conflict is asymmetrical, and grows out of legitimate grievances and structures of injustice (structural violence), the only remedy
for fighting violence is a transformation of the society toward justice and
nonviolence.
Who
The first question to ask is who are the actors in conflicts that lead to
violence? In this case, it is not only individuals but roles involved and the
ways in which they are gendered that matters. We probably begin with
who is involved with a conflict that involves some type of violence or may
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lead to direct violence if not transformed. The sociological lens, of course,
leads us to questions of power, social forces, and institutions. Which groups
of people and institutions, sectors of society, have been most significant
in creating the current situation? Sociologists usually begin by looking at
groups within society who are identified along various foci:
r Gender, of course, is where we would begin in our case (not as simple
as it once seemed);
r Marx’s classes—owners of the means of production versus those who
do not own them;
r Weber’s classes, statuses and political parties;
r Identity groups formed along demographic and cultural variables: race
and ethnicity, nationality, occupation, spiritual identities and memberships, age cohorts, etc.
In addition to the idea of individuals with various social identities
interacting with one another, we move to the institutional level where
those reciprocities are embedded. To transform the conflict nonviolently,
a nonviolent movement (or coalition of them) could attempt to promote
defections from within the existing power elite and its institutional pillars of support, like the police and military, civil service and government
bureaucracy, the media, and cultural and economic institutions. Although
not easily done, there are many precedents of successful transformations
of seemingly immutable structures, from the end of the British Raj in India
through the collapse of the Soviet Empire, the end of U.S.-backed dictatorships in Latin America, and the fall of the apartheid regime in South Africa
to the Arab Spring uprisings in Tunisia, Egypt, and elsewhere, where the
transformation is still ongoing and uncertain.
Mobilizing to resist violence against women begins with an analysis
of the patriarchal support pillars from the local to the global level. Much
of the framework is already there, starting with Gene Sharp’s sociological
systematization of Gandhi and his historical research on nonviolent resistance campaigns. Alongside Sharp’s work is the critical work of Peter
Ackerman and Jack DuVall and the remarkable manual for strategic planning
published by the Centre for Applied Nonviolent Strategies (CANVAS) in
Belgrade (see Ackerman and Kruegler, 1994; Ackerman and DuVall, 2001;
Popovic et al., 2007). It would be fruitful to apply those tools of strategic
nonviolent planning to the mobilization of people around the issue of
violence against women.
The idea is first to see what holds up the current system (see Table 31.4)
and then to look for potential allies, defections, and vulnerabilities that
might be susceptible to mobilization and change. Each pillar plays a role in
sustaining a system that allows and sometimes supports violence against
women. Each one also has considerable potential for resisting it.
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Table 31.4
Pillars of Support
Pillars of Support
Police, Military, Security
Bureaucracy (civil service, etc.)
Educational System
r 4DIPPMT VOJWFSTJUJFT
r 5IJOLUBOLT
Organized Religion
r 3FMJHJPVTMFBEFST
r #FMJFGT SJUVBMT JOTUJUVUJPOT
Media
r .BJOTUSFBNOFXT
r &OUFSUBJONFOU
r 4PDJBMBOEBMUFSOBUJWFNFEJB
Economic Institutions
r $PSQPSBUJPOT CVTJOFTTFT
r -BCPSVOJPOT
Source: Adapted from Popovich et al., CANVAS Core Curriculum

The armed wing of governments—police, military, and security forces—
work hand in hand with the judiciary not only in perpetrating violence
(e.g., wartime rape and abuse of prisoners) but in enforcing laws against
sexual assaults and potentially educating people within their hierarchical
structure about its unacceptability. The civil service bureaucracy administers programs that could help to shift cultures away from patriarchy and
institutionalized violence against women, from justice to education ministries. Educational and religious institutions, along with the media and
entertainment, are central to shaping cultural values and norms that either
mitigate or promote violence against women, and economic institutions
can facilitate or inhibit opportunities for women and create policies in the
workplace that protect or exploit them.
The media and entertainment industry play a key role in perpetuating
and legitimating gender violence by diffusing the frames that legitimate
it, giving men a sense of entitlement and encouraging women to define
themselves as victims rather than agents. Those children who watch more
aggressive television shows are more likely to exhibit behavioral problems
or even be incarcerated later in life (Palmer and Sullivan, 2008). It is possible
that watching aggressive television shows helps boys internalize behavioral
norms that encourage violence and girls to see themselves as its victims.
Addressing these stereotypes in media and entertainment, as well as advertising, has to be a key part of any campaign to reduce gender violence.
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Institutions have their own logic and momentum, which is part of their
very raison d’etre, but they are also made up of individuals with varying
levels of commitment to their institution and different degrees of freedom
to deviate from its norms. The higher up the ranks of most organizations,
the less formal freedom individuals have, to a large extent, because they
have sacrificed their personal agenda to the institution’s. Their deviation
from the norms, however, can have a significant impact, and those on the
margins may have even less commitment to the organization, although they
might also be more vulnerable to sanctions if they refuse to support institutional strategies and purposes, even if they disagree with them personally.
Often the turning point in the mobilization of resistance is the defection
of large numbers or key people in the elites of the pillars of the system’s
support. Often the defections are, in fact, precipitated by open repression
of dissidence that backfires, paradoxically causing a decline in support for
the system and increased mobilization for the resistance (see Smithey and
Kurtz, 2003; Kurtz and Smithey, unpublished).
What
The transformation of the contents of the conflict (Aristotle’s material
category) may involve a shift in the agenda of grievances, sometimes
provoked by the sequence of actions on both sides. Often a movement is
mobilized around rather modest goals—economic or electoral reform, calls
for independent unions or particular freedoms, changes in price or wage
structures, civil rights or dignity for certain minority groups, and so forth.
When elites attempt to repress the movement, if they are unsuccessful,
insurgents may become emboldened to add more fundamental changes
to their demands, and a recalcitrant elite may provoke widespread revolt
within the citizenry.
Calls for independent unions in Poland, for example, were countered by
widespread arrests and imprisonment by the authorities of union activists, which backfired and led to widespread organizing, some overt (from
house meetings to an elaborate underground press), finally emerging as
a force backed by a large sector, if not the majority of the population,
millions of them overtly active in demanding a regime change. This persisted until the government negotiated a settlement and allowed not only
independent unions but free elections, which resulted in placing the resistors in office, including union leader Lech Walesa as the popularly elected
head of state.
How
How a conflict is carried out is one of the key factors determining its outcome and the level of violence enacted in the conflict. The best evidence
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for this is found in the remarkable study by Erica Chenoweth and Maria
Stephan, Why Civil Resistance Works (2011). Their data set of 323 campaigns
for regime change, withdrawal of foreign occupying troops, or secession
over a 106-year period found that nonviolent campaigns were two and a
half times as likely as violent ones to bring about their goal.
Nonviolent campaigns were more capable of mobilizing widespread
participation in the resistance, which turned out to be the major variable
determining the success of the movement. With lower physical, informational, moral, and commitment barriers to participation, nonviolent
campaigns were successful in bringing about major political changes,
increasingly so over the decades. The more participation, the more successful the movements were during the century of activism included in
the study. The advantage of a movement for women’s rights is, of course,
that it is the largest existing group of oppressed people in the world. Of
course, not all will be mobilized, but Chenoweth and Stephan (2011)
found that as participation reached 10 to 12 percent of the population,
the success rate in their century-long sample of campaigns increased
substantially.
By the dawn of the 21st century almost two-thirds of the nonviolent
campaigns were successful, compared to just over 10 percent of the violent
movements. As Frederick Douglass warned in the 19th century, people in
power will not relinquish it voluntarily, but a Gandhian understanding of
power as not monolithic and therefore vulnerable to noncooperation and
the mobilization of people power as an alternative, leaves open a theoretical door that has been proven practical in many situations since the
Indian freedom movement. Indeed, when a power elite begins to repress
an insurgency, it is a sign of the movement’s efficacy: it has reached a stage
of development where those in power consider it a threat.
The repression may well backfire, paradoxically weakening the regime
(Smithey and Kurtz, 2003). By calling its legitimacy into question and provoking defections from within its own ranks, the movement may garnered
increasing sympathy within the pillars of support and the bystander public, some of which may be mobilized as a consequence of their disgust
with the repression itself and the injustice and violence of the regime that
the repressive acts reveal.
When
As with the delivery of a good joke, timing matters in the mobilization
of an uprising. It is a response to the flow of history and what William
Sewell (1996) calls “transformative events.” Strategic planning to mobilize against violence needs to look at both long-term historical trends—
including the millennia-long patterns of conflict and violence justification
in cultures—and recent events that shape public opinion and policy.
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In order to mobilize resistance to violence against women, we have to
look at the origins of patriarchy in ancient history, on the one hand, and
recent rituals of its confirmation, on the other. What kinds of events trigger
eruptions of violence, on both the biographical and historical levels? How
can repression be managed to enhance backfire and facilitate movement
organizing? These historical questions are major issues in any strategic
planning against violence.
Why
What are the fundamental reasons for a conflict and specifically violence
against women? More serious disputes may be more likely to turn to violence if the conflict is not transformed. We have to search the depths of the
infrastructures for violence that plagues women worldwide and address
the fundamental questions.
This question differs from the “what” that the conflict is about, because
it goes more deeply into fundamental issues. A domestic conflict may
appear to be about household chores or a spouse’s bad habits around the
house, but in fact it has to do with deep-seated conflicts over the distribution of power, the nature or trajectory of the relationship, and so forth.
The “why” question refers to those deeper issues and, according to the
sociological bias, usually has something to do with power and its links
to identity, roles, and interaction rituals within the institutions where the
conflict is taking place.
Where
It is important to understand where a conflict takes place in the sense of
its geographical location, including hidden participants such as transnational economic or political actors who may have an enormous impact on
how it unfolds as well as its outcome.
Successful resistance often involves expanding the stage where a conflict takes place, and violence against women takes place on every scale
from the local to the global. The struggle against it is often shaped by geography, local customs and laws, and configurations of power. In order to
resist that violence it is significant to strengthen the bonds of allies transnationally, to weave networks of support for those in local struggles everywhere in order to share tactics and generate pressure that counterbalances
the ability of specific elites to dominate those under their control.
WHERE DO WE GO FROM HERE?
Whereas violence against women appears to be an intractable social
problem, it is (like all the others) socially constructed, variable from culture
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to culture, and mutable. The very fact that conflict leads to violence in some
cultures and not in others suggests that it is as much the structuring of a
situation—from cultural norms, values, and worldviews to institutional
roles and practices—as anything inherent in gender or human nature that
is at the root of violence against women.
This variability and mutability—this social constructedness—also holds
promise for the future of the problem we are addressing here, because of
what is often called (Kenneth) Boulding’s Law: that which exists is possible. Because men and women have, in some societies, been able to live
together with virtually no violence across gender lines, it is possible for
them to do so. Because we have constructed the current system with all its
violence, we can deconstruct it.
For Gandhi, the key to resistance was noncooperation: no system can
exist if people refuse to cooperate with it. The problem, of course, is that
noncooperation comes with a price, and as a movement to unseat power
moves toward success the repression increases. Insurgents pay with lost
sleep and jobs, pain, blood, and sometimes their lives because violence
comes most swiftly when power is waning (see Arendt 1970). They are
paid, however, with solidarity in the struggle, a sense of doing right, and
sometimes victory. Repression often paradoxically backfires and the turning point of a movement is very often when it faces brutal repression. The
massacre at Amritsar in colonial India made the British question their own
empire. The murder of children in a Birmingham church and vicious beating of young demonstrators as they marched from Selma to Montgomery
touched the conscience of white power, discredited the racists, and mobilized the U.S. civil rights movement.
Our ambivalence about violence fosters contradictory attitudes and
behaviors, norms and structures. The hydra syndrome of fighting violence
with violence is inadequate, but so is apathy, and the fight against violence
requires new, smarter systems that make gender violence even harder to
commit by empowering women and redefining masculinity and power.
The fight against gender violence requires analysis and mobilization, an
understanding of how it is sustained over time by patriarchal rituals, and
powerful nonviolent frames that move us forward, transforming this ugly
side of humanity into something creative and positive. The cage of gender
violence is socially constructed but also vulnerable, and the movement to
resistance is gaining momentum (see Chapter 24 in Volume 2).
In the meantime, both gender violence and the fight against it wax and
wane. There is a danger in a white male American professor, in his secure
job and comfortable lifestyle, preaching nonviolence to the female victims of violence, and I have struggled with that. There has to be a transition and we may feel the need to punish the perpetrators of violence
somehow in order to stop them, to create broad treaties and laws that say
unequivocally that violence against women is unacceptable (see Chapters
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23 and 27 in Volume 2). The end of gender violence requires demilitarization of our deterrence systems5 and the deep structures of our culture. In
the end, rewards may be more important than sanctions, and social bonds
of relationship—or love, if you will—may prove more effective than the
crude technologies of violence.
Although the metaphor is probably overused, it is hard not to think of
this time and issue as a hinge of history. How the emerging global civil
society deals with gender violence over the coming decades will be a key
indicator of whether humanity can live together. There is no doubt that
our destinies are now mutual; across genders and nations we are interdependent in a way unequaled in human history. As Dr. King put it, either
we learn to live together as brothers and sisters, or we will die together
as fools.
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NOTES
1. Based on a search for the term “violence” in the abstract of articles on JSTOR,
limiting for sociology journals.
2. A meeting of scientists in Seville, Spain, concluded that humans are not naturally warlike. http://www.unesco.org/cpp/uk/declarations/seville.pdf
3. Weber distinguished between power and authority, which is perceived as
legitimate rather than coercive.
4. Fogg recommends varying the who, what, when, where, why, and how of a
conflict in order to develop a “repertoire of creative, peaceful approaches.”
5. I have argued, in “The Geometry of Deterrence,” that a nonviolent deterrent
system that emphasizes rewards over sanctions and nonviolence over violence
might be more effective, in part because of the trade-off between certainty and
severity of sanctions that hampers deterrence regimes.
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