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Female violence in Italy. An emerging discourse of heterosexuality.

Daniela Bandelli

Abstract

The phenomenon of female violence perpetrated by women (so forth female violence) is acknowledged in
criminology and family studies and it is also discussed in cultural studies as a stereotypical monstrous and erotic
representation of deviant women. However, it remains a neglected topic in any public discourse of ordinary
domestic and partner violence. In Italy, a new discourse on female ordinary violence in heterosexual context is
emerging from a heterogeneous social movement. Through interviews with men’s right, shared parenting and
divorced father activists, family violence professionals, and opinion makers, main features of this emerging
discourse are revealed. Central is the urgency to challenge the normalized dichotomy of male aggressor and
female victim by rendering visible specific modalities of female violence, which typically are less visible than
male modalities: psychological abuses aimed to control partners through blackmails and limitation to father-
children relations, insults, manipulations, but also physical abuses and aggressions through a third male party.
Stereotyped perception of dominant masculinity as inviolable and violent and gender differences in socialization
of violence are core barriers hindering public acknowledgment of this emerging discourse on female ordinary
violence in context of heterosexuality. This discourse can be politically subversive in that it requires overcoming
fixed gender stereotypes with a redefinition of ordinary masculinity as emotive and potentially vulnerable and a
redefinition of ordinary femininity as aggressive and potential harmful.

Key Words: intimate partner violence, discourse, critical discourse analysis, male victims, media
representations.

Tekededk

1. Double standard

On 19™ September 2012 a 28 year old man William Pezzullo, a bar attendant, was assaulted with acid by his
ex-girlfriend and a friend of hers. The ex-girlfriend wanted to punish Pezzullo for his decision to send their
problematic relationship. At that time she was claiming she was pregnant but refused to visit a gynaecologist. In
the past, she had already claimed she was pregnant, although she was not. In fact, this last time she was saying
the truth and a child was born after the attack. Pezzullo survived the attack with permanent damage to most parts
of his face, and 40% of his torso. He lost both of his ears, and is now almost blind and needs to have the muscles
in his neck reconstructed. The female aggressor was imputed for the crime of grievous bodily harm and
sentenced to a 10-year imprisonment. Local and National media reported the crime, but extended coverage in
national media did not develop around the ‘case’. Today Pezzullo lives with his parents, whose only income is
his retired father’s pension. The family does not receive any financial support for Pezzullo’s medical treatment
and the victim has not received any compensation. Pezzullo’s personal monthly income is the 400 euro received
as a pension for his total disability.

On 16™ April 2013, a 38 year old woman Lucia Annibali, a lawyer, was assaulted with acid by two men
recruited by her ex-boyfriend. He could not accept the end of their relationship. Her face is disfigured
notwithstanding multiple surgeries. However, she can still rely on her primary functions and unlike Pelluzzo,
has retained her mobility. Annibali’s ex-boyfriend was imputed for the crime of attempted murder, infliction of
serious wounds and stalking and was condemned to a 20-year imprisonment. The victim received 800,000 euro
as advance on a full compensation that is yet to be established by civil court. The incident sparked a
mobilization of women’s groups to speak out against Violence Against Women (VAW) and femicide and the
assault received intensive media coverage, even commemorated on the International Day for VAW on 25™
November and again the following year for International Women’s Day on 8" March.' The victim received
declarations of solidarity from institutional representatives and the President of Italian Republic Giorgio
Napolitano honoured her with the title of “Cavaliere al Merito”.

‘Dalla parte di Giasone’ (On Giasone’s side) is an organization dedicated to fighting against violence against
men and for the rights of divorced fathers. The group wrote a letter to the President of Italian Republic Giorgio
Napolitano to point the asymmetry of institutional attention towards the two victims and to urge public
acknowledgement of male victims. The President did not reply in person but through one of his female
consultants, Professor Giovanna Zincone. The Professor pointed out that the Presidency does not ignore men, in
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fact in occasion of International Day on VAW he also honoured with a plaque a specific awareness campaign
against VAW that have men as testimonials. ‘Dalla parte di Giasone’ commented that such an inconsistent reply
is an ‘insult to our intelligence’.

This story demonstrates an undeniable bias of the dominant discourse on heterosexual intimate partner
violence (IPV) in Italy, a discourse that provides narratives, organizations, and celebrations focused on female
victims whilst male victims are left in the background, with few interpretive frameworks. This discourse
reinforces dominant stereotyped masculinity and femininity: men are depicted as social threat, inviolable, actors
of violence; women as passive and harmless victims. This bias has been exacerbated since 2012, the year when
partner femicide transformed into a national emergency as a central political topic through persistent media hype
by feminist groups and political élites.'

However, a sensibility on violence perpetrated by women has progressively consolidated into a counter-
discourse of IPV, outside of the mainstream, within men’s right groups,” divorced fathers, shared parenting
activists and amongst more general domestic violence activists. Purpose of this paper is to explore topics of this
emerging counter-discourse as they are narrated by these voices and show the possibility for women to be
violent in daily life against those subjects that in dominant discourse and social theory are understood to be
more powerful: other men in the context of heterosexual relationships.

Let me clarify that it is not the aim of these voices nor mine, as a researcher focused on the study of
discourse surrounding these social movements, to diminish the issue of VAW by juxtaposing the issue alongside
female perpetrated violence. If this were the case, I would consider my own intellectual work trivial. Instead, the
female perpetrated partner violence discourse is worthy of study for two main reasons. It brings to the fore
victims that so far have remained neglected by public policies; it is politically subversive in that it enables to
innovate fixed gender identities with characteristics of women and men that are denied by dominant discourse:
male suffering and female agency to harm.

2. Women are ordinarily violent only in literature

The existence of female offenders such as serial killers, abusive mothers, tyrannical mother-in laws,
aggressive partners, mothers who kill their children and their partners, stalkers and cyber-stalkers, female teen
bullies, abusive nurses, is well documented by criminology, sociology and cultural studies.” Empirical studies
on domestic violence show that females initiate violence as often as men and that female same-sex couples are
more violent than heterosexual couples.*

Notwithstanding such a strong corpus of knowledge on the abuses perpetrated by women, female violence
remains at the background of public debate, which instead focuses on male violence.” Male violence has been
widely theorized since 1950s feminist mobilization on domestic violence (DV) and has developed into its own
specific discourse, which gradually has been institutionalised.® In comparison, female violence remains a
marginal discourse mainly circulated within men’s right movement, which have so far, never reached the
popularity and institutional recognition that feminism reached internationally.” When dominant discourse
discusses female perpetrated violence, does so by placing female offenders in the role of a victim, only partially
responsible for their violent actions.®

Simkin argues that the public imaginary of the violent female is trapped between two main partial
representations: that of femme fatale and that of monstrous femininity.” Monstrous femininity retains a form of
agency and is generally represented with masculine traits that disconfirm her female nature; on the contrary
femme fatale has boosted traits of sensual femininity.'® Both representations depict female violence as
extraordinary and reproduce a stereotyped understanding of femininity, a representation that does not admit
capacity of violence as ordinary possibility for every human being, regardless its sex.

3. Alternative voices in Italy

Lack of discourse on female ordinary violence fixes a normative representation of women as non-violent. In
Italy this norm is questioned by a variegate choir speaking on female violence in the context of heterosexual
relationships. The choir is composed of males and females, people across different social status, educational
background and political orientation; there are those who raise their voice because of their personal history and
those who speak in their professional capacity, as lawyers, psychologists and family volunteers who encounter
female violence in their daily work. They circulate their discourse mainly online through websites, blogs,
Facebook pages and groups, Youtube channels and Twitter accounts dedicated on men’s rights, DV, and shared
parenting.

As a qualitative social researcher, I have navigated this network for the last three years and I conducted in-
depth interviews with 66 experts contributing to the public debate on Gender, DV and VAW (not all 66 speak
on female violence, some especially feminist voices minimize the phenomenon). Findings presented in this
paper do not aim to provide data on female violence in Italy as social phenomenon itself. Criminology,
empirical sociology and psychology would offer a more precise account on it. Rather, my study focuses on how
the social phenomena is represented by new discourses spoken by voices at the margin of the mainstream,
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voices who shed light on meanings that are neglected in dominant and institutional discourse.'' Hence, spirit of
my research, inspired by Critical Discourse Studies, is to bring an academic validation to this marginal discourse
and contribute to bring it from the margins to the centre.'> A similar process to that carried out for the last 60
years by feminist movements, which at the outset were speaking about male violence at the margin of public
discourse.

4. “If you leave you won’t see your child again”

Core theme of the counter-discourse under study is female psychological violence, described as almost
embedded in common relational modalities with male partners, and mainly connected to her will of controlling
partner’s life and downplaying his self-worth. Females achieve control of males through manipulation and
blackmailing, especially by taking advantage of his affective bond with the child: she prevents him from freely
determining time spent with his child in order to punish him for not being a good partner, for adultery or any
other intimate partner dynamics that are external to his role as a parent. Female control of their ex-husbands and
partners extends to their new female partners and recomposed families: stalking,"”’ defamation, and physical
aggressions are some examples. An interviewee member of “Movimento femminile per la Parita
Genitoriale”(MFPQG), a spontaneous aggregation of women advocating for shared parenting, recalls this proverb
“Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned”.

Men in this counter-discourse articulate that in case of separation they are at their partners’ mercy;
unprotected by the State, victimized by a phenomenon they call ‘judiciary sexism’: discriminations rooted in
patriarchal resistance, creating a cultural prejudice that women are better persons, normatively harmless, and
that “children-belong-to-their-mothers”.'* '° Separated father groups report that women through the manipulation
of children, judiciary strategies such as false allegations, abduction, and arbitrary prohibition have the possibility
to realize deprivation of the father-child relationship. Fabio Nestola, an independent researcher and President of
an organization for shared parenting called Fenbi, describes this form of violence as a

“castration of the parenting role”; violence operating as a “forced interruption of the life
project, father-child relations are deprived of spontaneity, limited in time and modalities,
these are all violent inhibitions of natural instincts and cultural structures. This is aggression
towards an intimate sphere of adults and children, a rape of father relationships” (personal
notes).

To sum up, there is a shared belief amongst separated men that if “she wants she can ruin me”, and “nobody
would help me”. Therefore, they resign that it is “better to remain submissive to her”. Personal stories of power,
abuse and submission that are strikingly similar to the domestic abuse stories long narrated by women and
brought to the public eye by feminist mobilizations for women’s rights and divorce law since the 1950s.'®

5. Violence in daily life

Insults, private and public humiliations, ridicule, verbal aggression and initiation of quarrels, are all forms of
abuses described by interviewees as ‘typical’ female. Downplaying sentences uttered with a pre-assumption of
men’s inferiority such as “you do not earn enough®“ and “you are a looser” are coded as typical patterns of
female psychological domination. Besides psychological abuses, the counter-discourse touches also the topic of
physical violence. Although there is no strong consensus on whether women perpetrate physical violence as
often as men, many interviewees draw the attention to the need to acknowledge that women are capable of
minor aggressions such as scratches, slaps, object throwing, hair pulling, but also of major violent incidences
such as acid attacks, strangulations, poisonings, murders committed in person or delegated to a third party.

A marginal topic of female violence discourse in Italy, but a very powerful one to break up the common
prejudice of male invulnerability and female uprightness is the topic of sexual violence.'” When I raise the topic,
a common reaction I get is: “How can a woman rape a man?” This reaction can be explained with the fact that
male sexuality in public imaginary is associated with active penetration and is depicted as primarily physical,
predatory, always ‘available’; also, it has been widely discussed as capable of violence. On the contrary very
little has been said about male sexual vulnerability and experiences of violence.'®

6. Barriers and resistances

Why do these topics remain in the domain of counter-hegemonic discourse? Could it be related to major and
minor incidences? This last question has no clear answer because no systematic data on forms of female abuses
discussed so far have been collected in Italy. However, in 2012 a pool of independent researchers with a sample
of 1,025 male respondents conducted a pilot study on the modality of female violence against male partners.'’
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This pilot study found that 60% of male respondents are victims of female physical, 48,7% sexual, and 77,2%
psychological violence. Therefore, I suggest that current marginalization of this discourse might be related to
different social and individual understandings of violence suffered by men and by women.

Absence of public knowledge on violence suffered by men and a parallel overexposure of male violence
suffered by women, treated since 1950s emancipation movements as special, intersects with a dominant
representation of masculinity and femininity: the former as active, physical, unemotional, inviolable and the
latter as passive, peaceful, emotional, vulnerable.”® Also, men generally have greater capacity of self-protection
and perceive physical violence as less threatening than women.?' For the same reason, female violence towards
men results in being perceived as less noticeable. A typical argument raised by those who deny male victims is
indeed: “rarely do men end up at the hospital with black eyes!” The seriousness of violence against men is
questioned as if men would be less woundable.

Men and women are socialized to prove their manhood and womanhood in specific ways, and therefore have
different attitudes in disclosing their status as a victim. Whereas women are encouraged to control their anger
and ask for social and institutional protection, men are encouraged to be machos. Fabrizio Marchi, founder of
men’s right group Uomini Beta believes that:

“machismo is a culture that women have contributed to consolidating. It is a culture that
prescribes men to hide his fragility and violence he has suffered. He must prove he is tough”
(personal interview).

However, whenever men would like to disclose their experiences and ask for protection there is a void of
structures available; their narratives end up being minimized and ridiculed, also at an institutional level.
Consider the following testimony:

“You are not believed by police officers when you denounce abuses, you are regarded as you
wanted to take advantage for achieving something else” (Antino Sanzone, family activist,
personal interview).

6. Conclusions

Notwithstanding ordinary characteristics of female violence, interviewees lament that the topic is denied in
public and institutional discourse on heterosexual relations, which offers only angelic portrayals of women.
Furthermore, this counter discourse is regarded as politically incorrect, vilified as chauvinist backlash, an
attempt to distract public awareness from violence suffered by women.** Voices of this counter-discourse are
also labelled as ‘deniers’. This ‘cold’ reception hinders that counter-discourse from the margins moves to the
centre and innovates the dominant representations of the sexes as holders of oppositional sets of opposing
characteristics. Cultural prejudices that fix women in role of passive victims, and naturally inclined mothers and
men as secondary care-givers, potentially violent, remain in place. Also, public acknowledgment of this counter-
discourse would enable to intercept and provide better services to unreached and unheard victims. Addressing
the need of all victims is fundamental to break the inter-generational cycle of family abuse, which cannot be
interrupted by the sole intervention on male abusers and female victims.”

However, a parallel caveat is that more categories of victims would be established with the subsequent
provision of more affirmative action resulting in new forms of discrimination.”* Also, public awareness of
victims of violence can result in an adverse fixation of one gender in the role of eternal victims.*> Abused men
and the divorced fathers movements have the possibility to learn from feminist movement lesson and innovate
their fight by resisting the temptation of engaging in victimization and isolating themselves in all-male circles
and self-help groups.

Finally, this counter-discourse is likely to be appropriated by a certain feminist discourse preaching further
sexualisation of femininity as a twofold liberation from prude feminism and from patriarchs. In this foreseeable
eventuality, female violence discourse would serve to innovate gendered markers of emancipation and advance
a proud reclamation of women’s ability to inflict harm and enjoy the suffering of others. This is not the original
spirit of the discourse as crafted by pioneering actors: men’s and divorced fathers rights activists, new partners
of divorced fathers, shared parenting advocates and anti-violence practitioners.
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