1duosnuey Joyiny 1duosnuen Joyiny 1duosnuey Joyiny

1duosnuey Joyiny

Author manuscript
Cult Health Sex. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2018 January 01.

-, HHS Public Access
«

Published in final edited form as:
Cult Health Sex. 2018 January ; 20(1): 113-127. doi:10.1080/13691058.2017.1332391.

Men'’s Perspectives on Women’s Empowerment and Intimate
Partner Violence in Rural Bangladesh

Sidney Ruth Schuler” 21 Rachel Lenzi?, Shamsul Huda Badal®?, and Sohela Nazneend

aSocial and Behavioral Health Sciences Division, FHI 360, 1825 Connecticut Avenue NW,
Washington, DC 20009, USA

bBehavioral, Epidemiological, and Clinical Sciences Division, FHI 360, 359 Blackwell Street,
Durham, NC 27701, USA

°BRAC Institute for Governance & Development, BRAC University, E-17 Agargaon, Sher-e-Bangla
Nagar, 19t Floor, Dhaka, Bangladesh

dProfessor, Department of International Relations, University of Dhaka, 6! Floor, Social Science
Building, University of Dhaka, Dhaka-1000, Bangladesh

Abstract

Intimate partner violence (IPV) may increase as women in patriarchal societies become
empowered, implicitly or explicitly challenging prevailing gender norms. Prior evidence suggests
an inverse U-shaped relationship between women’s empowerment and IPV, in which violence
against women first increases and then decreases as more egalitarian gender norms gradually gain
acceptance. By means of focus group discussions and in-depth interviews with men in 10
Bangladeshi villages, this study explores men’s evolving views of women, gender norms and the
legitimacy of men’s perpetration of IPV in the context of a gender transition. It examines men’s
often-contradictory narratives about women’s empowerment and concomitant changes in norms of
masculinity, and identifies aspects of women’s empowerment that are most likely to provoke a
male backlash. The findings suggest that men’s growing acceptance of egalitarian gender norms
and their self-reported decreased engagement in IPV are driven largely by pragmatic self-interest:
their desire to improve their economic status and fear of negative consequences of IPV.
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Introduction

Evidence from various settings worldwide links men’s violence against their intimate
partners with systems of gender inequality and hegemonic masculinity (Solotaroff and Pande
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2014; Jewkes 2002). There is widespread recognition that intimate partner violence (IPV)
cannot be understood in any meaningful or useful way without understanding how
masculinities are constructed, and how they function (e.g., DeKeseredy and Schwartz
[2005]). Common features of systems of masculine hegemony, or patriarchy, are the social
construction of men as superior to women, as women’s providers and protectors, responsible
for ensuring their welfare and guarding their sexuality, and of IPV as an aspect of
masculinity and a legitimate means for men to control and instruct women. Usually it is the
threat of violence more than its actual use that maintains men’s power within their families
(Goode 1971). And almost always, in such systems, women as well as men condone IPV,
illustrating Gramsci’s (1971) insight that power usually rests on relative consensus rather
than routine use of force.

Masculine norms are inextricably linked with, and often articulated in opposition to,
feminine norms, and typically express and justify women’s subordination to men (Scott
1988; Connell 1995; Jewkes, Levine and Penn-Kekana 2015). When feminine norms evolve
(e.g., in response to expanded educational and employment opportunities for girls and
women, and laws and policies supporting women’s equal rights and social participation),
masculine norms may evolve to accommodate greater gender equity, or they may be thrown
into crisis. In the former case, men may establish more collaborative, companionate and
collegial relationships with their wives, help with housework, and/or change their routines to
accommodate their wives’ income-generating activities (Schuler et al. 2013). Alternatively,
men may draw upon existing paradigms of hegemonic masculinity, view women’s
empowerment—their acquisition of resources, agency and ability to make strategic life
choices in the context of gender inequality (Malhotra and Schuler 2005)—as transgressive of
social norms, feel that their masculine identities are being challenged, and respond with
hostility and violence. Thus, studies have found women and girls perceived to be
transgressing patriarchal gender roles to be at greater risk of sexual violence (Kelly-Hanku et
al. 2016). The interaction of hegemonic masculine ideals with other common IPV risk
factors (such as poverty, low education, depression or misuse of alcohol or drugs) can make
it more difficult for men to achieve ideal norms of masculinity, undermining men’s gender
identities and their sense of control and dominance, and exacerbating the risk of IPV
perpetration (Jewkes, Flood, and Lang 2015, Peralta and Tuttle 2013).

As Jewkes et al. (2002) found with the relationship between IPV and female education, we
theorize that in societies where gender transitions and women’s empowerment are occurring,
the prevalence of IPV follows an inverse U-shaped curve. IPV first increases and then
decreases as women’s empowerment shifts from incipient to normative (Figure 1). Early in
the transition to greater gender equality, empowered women are perceived as transgressing
gender norms, thus challenging masculine hegemony. Eventually gender norms change to
accommodate a more equitable social reality.

Historically, Bangladeshi women have been vulnerable to violence primarily because of
their lack of empowerment, including both economic dimensions such as earning a cash
income and controlling money (leaving them dependent on marriage for access to
resources), and social dimensions such as knowledge of the laws and legal system, social
support, and access to telephones and media (Hashemi, Schuler, and Riley 1996; Schuler,
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Hashemi, and Badal 1998). Household poverty contributes to IPV, as poverty causes stress
and threatens men’s status as providers. As Cain, Khanam and Nahar (1979) and later
Kandiyoti (1988) have described, in the early decades after Bangladesh’s independence
(1971), extreme poverty led to a crisis in the prevailing patriarchal system. Men often found
it difficult or impossible to fulfil their end of what Kandiyoti refers to as the “patriarchal
bargain’, in which norms dictate that a man must provide material support for his wife and
family. Seeing no more empowering alternatives, women often responded by pressuring
their husbands to live up to their patriarchal obligations. A study by Schuler, Hashemi, and
Badal (1998) in the early 1990s found that such pressure was one of the most frequent
triggers of IPV. Ironically, as more opportunities opened for women in Bangladesh and rural
women gradually became more economically active, this too was often met with IPV. As
depicted in Figure 1, although an empowered woman’s economic contributions may help to
alleviate household poverty, her empowerment may also trigger IPV (Amin et al. 2013;
Bates et al. 2004; Naved and Persson 2005) because her husband’s power and identity is
challenged (Bates et al. 2004).

We would expect to find a mix of male responses to women’s empowerment in settings
where gender norms are in transition. This qualitative study was undertaken during such a
transition, when rates of IPV in Bangladesh were still very high, but recent evidence from
surveys had begun to suggest the beginning of a decline. In nationally representative
samples, the proportion of ever married rural women reporting they had experienced
physical or sexual IPV from the time of marriage dropped from 57.8% to 54.2% between
2011 and 2015 and the proportion who said they had experienced this in the prior year
decreased from 37.0% to 26.9% (BBS 2013, 2015). Here we use focus groups and in-depth
interviews with men to analyze competing narratives about women, masculinities and IPV,
and attempt to better understand men’s responses to women’s empowerment and the
evolving relationship between women’s empowerment and IPV. We also unpack the concept
of women’s empowerment in analyzing which manifestations tend to elicit hostility and
which men are more apt to appreciate at this stage in the evolution of gender norms.

This study is part of a five year, mixed methods research project examining relationships
between women’s empowerment and IPV in the context of evolving gender norms. The
parent study seeks to clarify the individual and community-level mechanisms by which
women’s empowerment is associated with the risk of IPV. The qualitative component
explores the social dynamics and processes underlying these relationships. The study was
reviewed for ethical compliance and approved by the Institutional Review Boards of FHI
360 and BRAC University.

Research sites

The qualitative study took place in 10 villages located in seven districts of rural Bangladesh.
The villages differ in the way they were selected. Six of them are longstanding sites where
members of the research team had been conducting research for more than two decades.
They were chosen in 1991 based on the presence/absence, and duration of operation, of two
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prominent Bangladeshi microcredit programs. Two groups of three villages each were
located in two parts of the country where no social research had been done or was underway.
The other four villages were selected from a nationally representative sample of 78
communities where surveys were conducted in 2013 and 2014 as part of the present studly.
To maximize variation, we used the 2013 survey data to identify four communities with high
or low levels of IPV and women’s empowerment among recently married women. Our index
of empowerment included eight dichotomous indicators described in a previous study of
rural credit programs in Bangladesh (Hashemi, Schuler, and Riley 1996), each tapping a
separate dimension of empowerment (mobility, involvement in family decisions, economic
security, etc.). We categorized the villages into four cells and selected a village from each
cell that was far from the mean on both variables (Table 1).

In the context of Bangladesh, none of the 10 villages or the districts in which they are
located was particularly atypical. The inhabitants were predominantly Sunni Muslim, with
small Hindu enclaves in two villages. The majority of households in each village was poor.
Some villages were poorer than others, but unlike 10-15 years previously, virtually no one
in any of the villages was destitute. Most families had access to television, which some
owned and others watched in tea stalls, shops or neighbouring homes. The majority of
families had at least one mobile phone. As in most of the country, in all 10 villages both
government and religious schools (madrasas) were easily accessible and several NGOs were
active, offering services such as micro-finance, skills training, primary health care,
education, and legal information and support. Sources of employment for women included
garment factories near two villages, a jute mill in one, various construction projects,
weeding of rice paddies, harvesting, tailoring, poultry-raising, livestock rearing, teaching,
private tutoring, and employment by the NGOs themselves. Substantial numbers of men and
women from some villages had migrated to Dhaka, where the men worked in occupations
such as rickshaw pulling or construction, or in garment factories, and the women worked in
garment factories or as domestic servants. A few men from each village were working in the
Middle East.

Data and procedures

Between 2011 and 2014, we conducted 21 focus group discussions (FGD), 1-2 hours in
duration, with groups of 4-8 men, and 39 in-depth interviews (IDIs), about an hour in
duration, with individual men (Table 2).

We conducted a mapping exercise in each village to understand its economic base and
resources, social structure, access to transportation links, presence of NGOs, and
demographic features such as labour migration. Within sites, the men were chosen based on
availability and efforts to spread the interviews among men from various sections of the
village. A limitation of the study is that both the IDI and the FGD samples are somewhat
biased toward older men. Most younger men were out working most of the day, frequenting
tea stalls or other gathering places in the evenings. We avoided interviewing men from the
most affluent households, except as key informants in conjunction with village mapping,
because they were relatively few. An interview guide was used, and additional topics
emerged from the discussions. In the FGDs the men were asked to talk about the situation in
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their communities, and in doing so they typically revealed their own attitudes. In the IDIs
they were asked more directly about their own perceptions and attitudes. Even though they
were not specifically asked, men often spoke about broader changes, both regional and
national. The sensitivity of the topic generally constitutes a limitation in studies of IPV.
However, its commonness and its social acceptance in this particular setting probably makes
it less sensitive here than in settings where it is less prevalent. One might have expected men
in FGDs to be less forthcoming on the subject than men interviewed individually, but we did
not find this to be the case. In neither type of interview did we ask men about their own
status as perpetrators of IPV.

The interviewers were two Bangladeshi men, one with long experience conducting
qualitative research in six of these villages who was well known by, and friendly with, the
inhabitants. His younger partner found it easy to establish rapport because of his association
with a researcher who was known and trusted. The interviews were conducted in the local
language, Bangla, audio-recorded, transcribed and translated into English in Dhaka by
professional translators and or by the senior field researcher. The senior field researcher (one
of the authors [S.H.B.]) checked the English versions for completeness and accuracy. Field
notes provided additional detail.

The authors analysed the data thematically, reading entire transcripts along with field notes
to identify and juxtapose salient themes in their narrative contexts. The transcripts were also
coded in NVivo 10 by two analysts to assemble and evaluate supporting evidence and
counterevidence to test and revise initial interpretations of the lead author. Discrepancies
were resolved through face-to-face discussions of alternative interpretations. We conducted
analyses of inter-coder agreement at intervals to ensure the codes were applied consistently.
The field research team reviewed the findings and conclusions and discussed them with the
lead author, who further revised them. Results were also triangulated with findings from 13
focus groups and 74 life history narratives with women from the same villages (findings
reported in Schuler et al. 2013, 2016).

The 12-month prevalence of IPV varied widely among the 10 villages, from as little as 15%
to as much as 59%. Notwithstanding these variations, in virtually every village the IDIs and
FGDs with men revealed mixed enthusiasm, ambivalence and resentment regarding
women’s empowerment. (Rather than the term ‘empowerment” we used colloquial terms—
e.g., we asked how women’s behaviour had changed in recent years, or compared with a
generation ago, and whether these changes were seen as good or bad.) Overall, the
interviews convey a sense that women’s empowerment has destabilised the men’s
understandings of masculinity and femininity. Their explanations of the gender transition in
which they find themselves in some contexts express acceptance and in others suggest
backlash. Both men’s enthusiasm and their resentment focus on specific dimensions of
empowerment.
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Women’s empowerment as described by men

In all villages, men described improvements in female education and changes in women’s
work and economic contribution, explaining them as consequences of broader changes such
as intensification of agriculture, development of rural industries, male labour migration, and
governmental and NGO initiatives such as educational stipends, skills training, job creation,
and provision of microloans and assets such as poultry and livestock to women. They often
said that poverty had decreased in their villages, explaining this both as a result of broader
economic developments and, more specifically, women’s economic contributions.

As illustrated in the following sections, the men also commented on girls” and women’s
increased mobility and presence in the public domain in conjunction with school, work
outside the home, shopping, and visits to relatives or friends. They mentioned related
changes in women’s natures, describing them as more worldly, politically aware,
knowledgeable about family law, confident, competent, articulate, shrewd, and sometimes as
immodest, imperious, demanding, disrespectful or argumentative.

Positive perceptions of women’s empowerment

Positive statements about women’s empowerment focused on three themes: the value of
women’s income or skills in household management, reducing household poverty, the
benefit of an educated wife in supporting children’s education, and the improved language
and comportment of educated women. When men described the impact of women’s income
in improving the lives of poor families, they often linked this with women’s increased
mobility.

Now women are joining the society, going here and there. In the past, women never
got out of the house. But in the past, people starved to death too. Now no one is
starving to death. (FGD, Village 8, age 40, 10 years education)

Many men said that women working from home was preferable to avoid loss of status,
though it was by no means clear that, if an opportunity arose, they would have prevented
their wives from working in public.

In addition to working for income, men noted that women skilled in household management
help their families economically and that educated women educate their children. Many men
appreciated that today’s women kept their houses, children, and themselves in better, more
hygienic conditions and practiced family planning. Many also said women’s manners had
improved.

They now greet seniors when they meet them on the streets and enquire about
health and wellbeing. Women’s language, choice of words, manner of speaking all
have changed. They used to use insolent terms of address. (IDI, Village 2, age 55, 5
years education)

Negative perceptions of women’s empowerment

Emergent aspects of women’s empowerment that men most often characterised as
transgressive and described in negative, derogatory or resentful ways were their presence in
the public sphere (particularly in markets, previously off-limits); controlling, disrespecting,
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defying or arguing with husbands; and, more abstractly, going against the natural order of
things by being superior or in control. Negative statements about women’s increased
presence in public emphasized two aspects of this: 1) going against purdah norms, seen as
grounded in religion, in their dress, comportment or mere presence in public; and 2)
inconveniencing or disrespecting men by their comportment or presence in public. The
quotes below are typical.

They are not following our commands, our directives, in any way! (FGD, Village 6,
age 37, 8 years education)

Because of women, we can’t walk properly on the road. They don’t walk along the
side of the road [as they used to]. They take the middle of the road when they walk.
(FGD, Village 10, age 40, 10 years education)

There’s no room for men in the markets as they are jam-packed with women.
(FGD, Village 10, age 54, 10 years education)

The implication is that it is natural and proper for men, not women, to walk in the middle of
the road. Crowds are quite normal in Bangladesh, and people rarely complain of them
(except for urban residents who face traffic jams). What seems to make the crowds described
here objectionable to men is that they include women. Men also characterized women’s
presence in public as a symptom of social deterioration and deviation from religious laws.
Below, women’s presence in public is described as ‘unruly’. This quote comes from the
village with the highest rate of violence.

These changes have not been positive for the society. Women should not move
about in such unruly ways.... We live our life according to Sharia (Islamic law),
and if we are to abide by that law then it is wrong for women to frequent markets
and other places. But the society that once abided by that law doesn’t exist
anymore. (IDI, Village 7, age 53, no education)

As with women walking down the middle of the road, the man quoted below characterizes
women’s increased mobility as a violation of the distinction between men and women. He
also sees it as an affront to men’s honour, which is culturally linked with keeping women
under control and out of sight. Note the use of the terms “at will” and “open’.

Women now consider themselves like men. The time we now live in sees many
women move about freely and go to the market at will. This going to the market has
made them open. Their transformation has turned things worse. Women from every
home, even my aunt and sister, go to the market leaving men behind at home. Men
in fact do not have the honour they had in the past. (FGD, Village 6, age 26, 5 years
education)

Men remarked that women’s dress styles had become too tight and revealing (even though,
in the past, many men could not afford sar/blouses and petticoats for their wives, making it
difficult for the women to avoid occasionally exposing their breasts or legs while working
out of doors—e.g., husking and drying paddy, fetching water). Some commented that the
burga had become a fashion item, no longer designed to conceal the female figure. Men also
described women as aggressive and quarrelsome. They saw this as a result of their earning
an income (a dimension of empowerment men praised in other contexts).
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Today’s women have become chora (shrill)....women couldn’t earn money in the
past, so they were a little timid back then. (IDI, Village 7, age 53, no education)

Some of the men distinguished social empowerment or knowledge of the outside world as a
source of malevolent power in women, in contrast to economic empowerment and education.

Brother, it is not because of work or earning that women challenge [men].... There
are some women who are like witches. These witch-like women are defiant... bad
women you cannot convince or control.... They assert their opinion constantly.
These women will always ask you to do whatever they want. They engage in
quarrels without any purpose.... And now they are aware of so many things. They
get information in different ways; they come to know things from the NGOs, from
health workers and others. All these things they come to know, and they become
more unwavering. They know about rules and laws and feel more powerful. They
use their knowledge and power unlawfully.... This is how they control men. (IDl,
Village 2, age 56, 10 years education)

As illustrated in the quotes above, men seem very concerned with symbolic aspects of
increased gender equality. While they do not name it as such, clearly they feel that patriarchy
is endangered. When men say women use knowledge and power unlawfully, they are not
referring to the country’s legal statutes but, rather, to the ‘law’ of patriarchy. Women are
construed as witches exercising capricious, unreasonable, unnatural and illegitimate power.
Women are described as shrill, opinionated, out of control and, worse, as controlling men.

In addition to the NGOs and health workers mentioned above, men cited TV dramas and
mobile phones as negative influences, implying that exposure to knowledge (e.g., about
rights and the law) and alternative lifestyles, as well as contact with others, were
undermining social norms, instigating women to dishonour men and, by extension,
weakening the system of masculine hegemony.

Justifications of changing gender norms

In all 10 communities, working women’s, and to a lesser extent men’s, deviations from
traditional gender norms were justified on economic grounds. The following quote comes
from the village with the highest rate of past year IPV (59%):

Interviewer: Why don’t people in the community (say) something to humiliate him,
why don’t they criticize him because his wife earns income and he enjoys her
money?

Participant: Because people can see that his wife’s efforts have been helpful in
running the family smoothly and that things are going well. Now they say, ‘Well, at
least his wife is earning income. She makes good money. His family is prospering--
May he prosper!” Those who couldn’t get one square meal a day don’t have
problem of food anymore. (IDI, Village 7, age 53, no education)

The vast majority of study participants said husbands now help their wives with at least
some of the household chores, particularly if the woman works outside the home and/or they
do not live in a joint family. They rationalized this in various ways.
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Before, society would make negative comments about [men who help wives with
household work]. They were called “muggi purush’ (a derogatory term describing a
man with a feminine nature).... Everyone now tends to think: if | help her out it
will benefit both of us. (IDI, Village 1, age 32, 8 years education)

Men sometimes described women’s and girls’ current dress styles as intentionally
provocative. In other cases they justified abandonment of traditional dress on grounds of
practical necessity:

Now a girl needs to ride a bicycle to get to work or college.... How could she put
on a burga? If a girl works for BRAC (a large NGO) she will have to ride a bicycle.
She cannot do this while being a big devotee to purdah. Her scarf will get tangled in
the bicycle wheels. (FGD Village 6, age 42, 10 years education)

In all villages, men referred to gender equality/women’s rights (shoman adhikar, meyeder
adhikar, betider adhikar) only in a mocking, complaining sense, but they sometimes
rationalized gender equality and alluded to women’s rights using other words. The
distinction suggests that men may have been resistant to symbolic aspects of greater gender
equality (viewing it as a threat to their status and value as men) but were often ready to
accept it insofar as it brought them practical advantages (increased household income, a
lighter burden of responsibility).

Men were sometimes creative in rationalizing deviations from traditional patriarchal gender
norms, which they tended to see as religiously grounded:

Poorer people will not be able to survive if they observe purdahin a khas (genuine/
proper/true/orthodox) sense. For the sake of their work, they [women] have to talk
to so many men....Brother, in the current age it is not possible to abide by all those
things. According to religious interpretations, we are the creatures of the final age;
we are prophet’s last generation of followers; we are nearing the end of everything.
Living in this age, we can follow only one tenth of the religious rulings. If we can
do that at least, Allah the almighty will pardon us. (IDI, Village 2, age 56, 10 years
education)

Some of the men insisted that women’s greater economic and social participation was
possible only because their husbands permitted it, that men’s power was not declining, while
other statements suggested otherwise. In their often-contradictory narratives, men are
responding to the gender transition in which they find themselves sometimes by
characterizing emerging definitions of masculinity and femininity as normal and rational,
and at other times denying or demeaning them.

In some cases it happens like that--a man loses his power and control and people
start to say things about him: that the man has no power or capacity, no vigour, he
cannot guide his wife, he is worth nothing, and so on... (IDI, Village 2, age 56, 10
years education)

Men’s perspectives on the promotion of gender equity

Quite a few men complained that the government excessively promoted women’s
empowerment, such that men and boys were now unfairly disadvantaged, particularly in
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access to employment. Some implied that government policies spoiled women and
humiliated men. In the quotes below, men link their resentment of changing gender norms in
the private sphere to developments in the public sphere, elevating their feelings of insecurity
and humiliation to the political level. In their perception, the allocation even of private sector
economic opportunities and prestige is a zero-sum game controlled by the government.
(Never mind that traditional society was ridden by corruption and controlled by a privileged
few.)

The government has established equal rights for women. For example, if you send
10 men and 20 women for a job in a garment factory, all 20 of those girls will get a
job but none of the 10 boys will.... If things were like before, | mean if the
government hadn’t facilitated so many job opportunities for women, then they
would still have to follow their husbands’ wishes. Today’s women don’t follow
these rules. They think they have equal rights and so they go here and there and live
their lives as they wish. (FGD, Village 9)

FGD participant 1: The government of Bangladesh has given more power to
women. [Let’s say] | am SSC (secondary school certificate) passed and so is my
wife, but | don’t get a job while my wife does and | end up living the life of a
servile [person]. | have to prepare food for my family and look after my children as
my wife has to go to the office at 9 in the morning. She will teach students and
return home at 4 in the afternoon. She wakes up in the morning and takes care of a
few chores—what else can | ask her to do now? After all, I am her servant. And if
the need arises, | will have to cook and wash clothes too. She may take a shower
and leave her clothes out. What else can I do but wash those clothes? (age 40, 10
years education)

FGD participant 4: This is your failure. You are a...(age 54, 10 years education)

FGD participant 1: Will you give me a break? Suppose she returns at 5 in the
afternoon. She will be taking her lunch then. But | had to cook and do everything
else at home. Who is making me do all this? The Bangladesh Government is
making me do all this! It has brought upon us such humiliation and disgrace!...So
we must treat them as our superiors. And why? Because the head of our
government is a woman!

FGD participant 2: If we had two leaders such as Sheikh Mujib or Ziaur Rahman
(male leaders around the time of the country’s independence) we could roar out like
women have and asserted our authority in our families, but we can’t do that—how
can we do that?! They have been given the key to rule and now we have to ask them
even if we need two faka (less than a penny). (age 37, 10 years education)—FGD,
Village 10

Perceived links between empowerment and IPV

Men in all ten villages said that both the frequency and the severity of IPV had decreased. A
recent census with currently married women in six of the villages confirmed that the
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percentage experiencing IPV in the prior 12 months had dropped from about 36% to 25%
between 2002 and 2014. When men were asked why they thought violence had decreased,
answers varied, but many of the men said husbands and wives had fewer arguments because
household poverty had decr