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Intimate Partner Violence is a serious social problem which for decades has been at the center of a scientific and
ideological debate between two opposing conceptual frameworks: the feminist perspective and a series of so-called gender-
neutral perspectives, among which the most influential is the one based on the application of attachment theory to violent
romantic relationships. From a feminist perspective, violence in couple relationships is essentially a matter of gender and
power. Conversely, according to the attachment-based perspective, IPV is a gender-neutral phenomenon which derives
from dysfunctional ways of seeking the satisfaction of affective needs within intimate relationships. The objective of
the present contribution is twofold: to highlight how each of the two perspectives mentioned above is incomplete and
complementary to the other, and to suggest how the construction of a broader and more complex conceptual framework for
the understanding of TPV, cannot ignore the integration of power dynamics and love/affective dynamics that characterize
couple relationships.

IPV is a serious social problem which in recent decades has constantly been at the center of a bitter scientific and ideological
debate, still ongoing, between two opposing conceptual frameworks [1-5]. On the one hand, the feminist perspective [6-9],
which conceives IPV as gender-based violence, more precisely as a form of violence perpetrated by men against women and
directly deriving from gender inequalities linked to the patriarchal structure of society. On the other hand, a series of so-called
gender-neutral perspectives [10-12], which tend to research the causes of IPV in factors and processes that are supposed to be
substantially unrelated to gender. Among them the most influential is certainly the one based on the application of attachment
theory to violent intimate relationships [13-16].

At first glance, therefore, it is customary to conceive the contrast between these perspectives as hinged on the dichotomy
relating to centrality vs. irrelevance of gender in the explanation of IPV. On this theoretical-conceptual dichotomy an empirical
controversy is closely grafted; the one related to gender asymmetry vs. gender symmetry in IPV, ie., whether in intimate
relationships it is almost exclusively men who perpetrate violence towards their female partners [17,18] or whether women are
equally violent towards their male partners [19-21], or whether there are different types of violence characterized by different
rates of perpetration and victimization by gender [22-24]. This framing of the controversy between the feminist perspective and
the attachment-based perspective as hinged on the gender-based/gender-neutral dichotomy has helped to convey the idea that
such perspectives are logically incompatible, mutually exclusive or irreconcilable, often making the debate acrimonious and
heuristically fruitless.

On the other hand, an analysis of the vast scientific literature on the subject of IPV, far from resolving the controversy,
returns the image of a complex, multiform and transversal phenomenon. Violence in intimate relationships refers, in fact, to
a universe of contradictory experiences, emotions and meanings, but not for this reason mutually exclusive: coercion, abuse,
cynicism often painfully coexist with a sense of protection, responsibility, attachment [25-27]. Such a finding suggests how
power, love and violence are closely linked in IPV, and at the same time helps to highlight the presence of another opposition,
often completely implicit but equally crucial, in addition to the one on gender, between the feminist perspective and the
attachment-based perspective. While the first conceives IPV essentially as a question of power, the second conceives IPV
essentially as a question of love, of affective dynamics. Shifting attention from the gendered vs. gender-neutral dichotomy
to the different focus that the two opposing perspectives adopt on power vs. love as a fundamental theoretical nucleus for
understanding IPV, thus allows us to highlight a more complex conceptual contrast: the feminist perspective conceives
IPV as a matter of power dynamics linked to gender and gender inequalities; the attachment-based perspective, on the
other hand, sees IPV as a matter of love/affective dynamics unrelated to gender. In the light of this more complex contrast,
it is possible to imagine and hope for an integration between the two perspectives as each of them appears incomplete and
complementary to the other. In fact, the opposing focus on power and love as the theoretical nucleus for understanding
IPV does not represent a dichotomous opposition between incompatible alternatives, but is likely to produce a fruitful and
mutually enriching theoretical comparison.

Each perspective offers a valuable understanding of some crucial components in the genesis of IPV (power dynamics vs.
love/affective dynamics), but at the same time it appears blind and silent with respect to other equally fundamental aspects
of the phenomenon and can be completed and enriched by combining it with the other in a broader and more complex
conceptual framework. From the feminist perspective, violence in a couple relationship is essentially (if not exclusively) a
matter of gender and power. This assumption has made it possible to elaborate theoretical constructs linked to power and to
accumulate important knowledge both on the socio-cultural mechanisms that justify male violence in intimate relationships,
and on the concrete strategies of coercion and control that accompany the physical aggressions of men on female partners
and contribute to characterize the violent nature of the relationship [28,29]. However, from the feminist perspective, the
IPV phenomenon tends to be presented as the mechanical and automatic reproduction of relationships of dominance and
prevarication by men over women in the broader social context permeated by patriarchy. The specificity of the intimate
relationship and the complex processes that govern its functioning are in no way taken into consideration in theorizing
IPV from a feminist perspective. And this choice to expunge love dynamics from the definition and characterization of
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IPV, considering love and violence as incompatible concepts, appears as the element of
greatest weakness and incompleteness of the feminist perspective.

Conversely, according to the perspective based on attachment theory, IPV is a
matter of love, of a dysfunctional emotional bond, that is, deriving from dysfunctional
ways of seeking the satisfaction of affective needs (in particular, the regulation of
emotional distance) within an intimate relationship. This perspective puts love at the
center, the specific nature of the romantic relationship as based on affective dynamics.
In this way, unlike the feminist perspective, the attachment-based perspective offers
an explanatory framework that manages to account for the paradoxical binomial
love-violence that often appears to be a defining element of IPV in the experiences
of both perpetrators and victims. Symbolically, to account for why one stays together
with an abusive partner or acts violence on a person who claims to love and claims
they cannot do without. However, this exclusive emphasis on affective bonding and
attachment patterns has meant that, within the attachment-based perspective, IPV
has been interpreted as a gender-neutral phenomenon. This is primarily due to the
fact that attachment models have traditionally been conceived and operationalized as
gender-independent constructs, while gender studies highlight how males and females
are socialized to develop different and even opposite ways of expressing their emotions
and conceiving the their role in interpersonal relationships [30]. Furthermore,
the assumptions of attachment theory on the nature of the romantic bond appear
congruent with the idealistic conception which sees the couple relationship as an
egalitarian one in which the partners are called to support and complete each other
[31], disregarding how gender disparities can make it difficult to accomplish this ideal
within an actual couple relationship [32].

Consequently, in the attachment-based perspective, the impact of gender
differences in the experience of romantic attachment and of gender prescriptions in
the structuring of the love bond have been neglected; and the dimension of power in
the couple relationship represented an aspect that was at best secondary compared to
the centrality of the dynamics centered on the emotional attachment needs of each
partner. If, having recognized its potential complementarity, we combine the feminist
perspective with the attachment-based perspective, the need emerges to develop a
broader and more complex conceptual framework for understanding IPV. Power
and love, power dynamics and affective dynamics are not dichotomous alternatives
as theoretical focuses for understanding IPV, but both need to be examined above
all in their interconnectedness, while recognizing how gender-related sociocultural
discourses position in men and women differently not only with regard to power but
also with regard to love, shaping their experience, behaviors and choices in different
ways, even in the face of partner violence [33-37]. The combination of feminist and
attachment-based perspectives in a broader conceptual framework certainly entails
the recognition that IPV cannot be conceived as a gender-neutral phenomenon,
especially if gender is understood as a multilevel construct influencing social practices
and interactions [38,39]. However it must also be recognized that IPV is a more
complex and less unidirectional gendered phenomenon than the feminist perspective
tends to admit, especially with regard to the gender-power-violence relationship
and the roles of perpetrator and victim. In fact, if the power dynamics based on the
expectations of male dominance and female subordination position men and women
in an unequal way within the intimate relationship, the love dynamics based on
interdependence and mutual support expectations between the partners constitute
a partial counterweight to power inequality. This is one of the factors that makes
IPV that multifaceted and complex phenomenon that the literature reveals in terms
of the roles of victim and perpetrator, of precipitating and predisposing factors, of
motivations and consequences.

Finally, it should be recognized that a further level of complexity derives from
the interaction between the cultural models of gender relations and the cultural
models of the couple relationship; that is, the fact that while gender relationships
within our society are still characterized by evident disparities and by the dominance
of men over women, intimate relationships are increasingly conceived as the place of
equality between partners. These conceptually contrasting cultural models can both
be operating at the same time in the life of a couple, giving rise to contradictions and
paradoxes which in themselves generate violence.

References

1. Langhinrichsen-Rohling J (2010) Controversies involving gender and intimate
partner violence in the United States. Sex Roles 62(3-4): 179-193.

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

19.

20.

21.

22.

DeKeseredy WS (2011) Feminist contributions to understanding woman abuse:
Myths, controversies and realities. Aggression and Violent Behavior 16(4): 297-
302.

DeKeseredy WS, Dragiewicz M (2007) Understanding the complexities of
feminist perspectives on woman abuse: A commentary on Donald G. Dutton’s
rethinking domestic violence. Violence Against Women 13(8): 874-884.

Dutton DG, Nicholls TL (2005) The gender paradigm in domestic violence
research and theory: The conflict of theory and data. Aggression and Violent
Behavior 10(6): 680-714.

Dutton DG (2010) The gender paradigm and the architecture of antiscience.
Partner Abuse 1(1): 5-25.

Dobash RE, Dobash RP (1979) Violence against wives: A case against the
patriarchy. Free Press, USA, pp. 1-351.

Pence E, Paymar M (1993) Education groups for men who batter: The duluth
model. Springer Publishers, USA, pp. 1-212.

Yllo KA (1993) Through a feminist lens: Gender, power, and violence. In: Gelles
RJ, Loseke DL (Eds.), Current controversies on family violence. Sage Publishers,
USA, pp. 47-62.

Y16 KA (2005) Through a feminist lens: Gender, diversity, and violence:
Extending the feminist framework. In Loseke DR, Gelles R], Cavanaugh MM
(Eds.), Current controversies on family violence. Sage Publishers, USA, pp.19-
34.

Felson RB, Lane KJ (2010) Does violence involving women and intimate partners
have a special etiology? Criminology 48(1): 321-338.

Finkel EJ (2008) Intimate partner violence perpetration: Insights from the
science of self-regulation. In: Forgas JP, Fitness ] (Eds.), Social relationships:
Cognitive, affective, and motivational processes. Psychology Press, USA, pp.
271-288.

Dixon L, Graham-Kevan N (2011) Understanding the nature and etiology of
intimate partner violence and implications for practice and policy. Clinical
Psychology Review 31(7): 1145-1155.

Dutton DG, Saunders K, Starzomski A, Bartholomew K (1994) Intimacy-anger
and insecure attachment as precursors of abuse in intimate relationships.
Journal of Applied Social Psychology 24(15): 1367-1386.

Bartholomew K, Allison CJ (2006) An attachment perspective on abusive
dynamics in intimate relationships. In: Mikulincer M, Goodman GS (Eds.),
Dynamics of romantic love: Attachment, caregiving, and sex. Guilford Press,
USA, pp. 102-127.

Doumas MD, Pearson CL, Elgin JE, McKinley LL (2008) Adult attachment
as a risk factor for intimate partner violence: The “mispairing” of partners’
attachment styles. Journal of Interpersonal Violence 23(5): 616-634.

Park CJ (2016) Intimate partner violence: An application of attachment theory.
Journal of Human Behavior in the Social Environment 26(5): 488-497.

Dobash RP, Dobash RE (2004) Women’s violence to men in intimate
relationships: Working on a puzzle. British Journal of Criminology 44(3): 324-
349.

Myhill A (2017) Measuring domestic violence: Context is everything. Journal of
Gender-Based Violence 1(1): 33-44.

Straus MA (1999) The controversy over domestic violence by women: A
methodological, theoretical and sociology of science analysis. In: Arriaga X,
Oskamp S (Eds.), Violence in intimate relationships. Sage Publishers, USA, pp.
17-44.

Straus MA (2009) Why the overwhelming evidence on partner physical violence
by women has not been perceived and is often denied. Journal of Aggression,
Maltreatment, & Trauma 18(6): 552-571.

Straus MA (2011) Gender symmetry and mutuality in perpetration of clinical-
level partner violence: Empirical evidence and implications for prevention and
treatment. Aggression and Violent Behavior 16(4): 279-288.

Johnson MP (1995) Patriarchal terrorism and common couple violence: Two
forms of violence against women. Journal of Marriage and the Family 57(2):
283-294.

Citation: Pasquale R and Rivolta A (2022) Intimate Partner Violence between Power and Love: Reconciling Feminist and Attachment-Based Perspectives. Curr
Res Psychol Behav Sci 3: 1078

=0


https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2010-06192-006
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2010-06192-006
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1359178911000541
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1359178911000541
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1359178911000541
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/1077801207304806
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/1077801207304806
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/1077801207304806
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1359178905000042
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1359178905000042
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1359178905000042
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2012-19719-002
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2012-19719-002
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2010-04166-010
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2010-04166-010
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/21851805/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/21851805/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/21851805/
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1559-1816.1994.tb01554.x
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1559-1816.1994.tb01554.x
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1559-1816.1994.tb01554.x
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/18272719/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/18272719/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/18272719/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/10911359.2015.1087924
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/10911359.2015.1087924
https://academic.oup.com/bjc/article-abstract/44/3/324/471260
https://academic.oup.com/bjc/article-abstract/44/3/324/471260
https://academic.oup.com/bjc/article-abstract/44/3/324/471260
https://bristoluniversitypressdigital.com/view/journals/jgbv/1/1/article-p33.xml
https://bristoluniversitypressdigital.com/view/journals/jgbv/1/1/article-p33.xml
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/10926770903103081
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/10926770903103081
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/10926770903103081
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1359178911000620
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1359178911000620
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1359178911000620
https://www.jstor.org/stable/353683
https://www.jstor.org/stable/353683
https://www.jstor.org/stable/353683

CORPUS PUBLISHERS

Copyright © Roberta Di Pasquale

23.

24.

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.

30.

Johnson MP (2006) Conflict and control: Gender symmetry and asymmetry in
domestic violence. Violence Against Women 12(11): 1003-1018.

Johnson MP (2008) A typology of domestic violence: Intimate terrorism, violent
resistance, and situational couple violence. Northeastern University Press, USA,
pp- 1-168.

Borochowitz DY, Eisikovits Z (2002) To love violently: Strategies for reconciling
love and violence. Violence Against Women 8(4): 476-494.

Loseke DR (2009) Public and personal stories of wife abuse. In: Start E, Buzawa
ES (Eds.), Violence against women in families and relationships: The media and
cultural attitudes. USA, 4: 1-36.

Rosen KH (1996) The ties that bind women to violent premarital relationships:
Processes of seduction and entrapment. In: Cahn DD, Lloyd SA (Eds.), Family
violence from a communication perspective. Sage Publishers, pp. 151-176.

Pence E, Dasgupta SD (2006) Re-examining battering: Are all acts of violence
against intimate partners the same? Duluth, USA.

Stark E (2007) Coercive control: How men entrap women in personal life.
Oxford University Press, USA, pp. 1-464.

Adams M, Coltrane S (2005) Boys and men in families the domestic reproduction
of gender, power, and privilege. In: Kimmel MS, Hearn J, Connell RW (Eds.),
Handbook of Studies on Men and Masculinities. Sage Publishers, USA, pp. 230-
249.

31.

32.

33.

34.

35.

36.

37.

38.

39.

Giddens A (1992) The transformation of intimacy: Sexuality, love and eroticism
in modern societies. Stanford University Press, USA, pp. 1-216.

Knudson-Martin C (2013) Why power matters: Creating a foundation of mutual
support in couple relationships. Family Process 52(1): 5-18.

Burns A (2000) Looking for love in intimate heterosexual relationships.
Feminism and Psychology 10(4): 481-485.

Schafer G (2008) Romantic love in heterosexual relationships: Women’s
experiences. Journal of Social Sciences 16(3): 187-197.

Forrest S (2010) Young men in love: The (re)making of heterosexual masculinities
through ‘serious’ relationships. Sexual and Relationship Therapy 25(2): 206-218.

Korobov N, Thorne A (2006) Intimacy and distancing: Young men’s
conversations about romantic relationships. Journal of Adolescent Research
21(1): 27-55.

Vandello JA, Cohen D (2003) Male honor and female fidelity: Implicit cultural
scripts that perpetuate domestic violence. Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology 84(5): 997-1010.

Ridgeway CL, Smith-Lovin L (1999) The gender system and interaction. Annual
Review of Sociology 25: 191-216.

Ridgeway CL, Correll SJ (2004) Unpacking the gender system: A theoretical
perspective on gender beliefs and social relations. Gender and Society 18(4):
510-531.

Citation: Pasquale R and Rivolta A (2022) Intimate Partner Violence between Power and Love: Reconciling Feminist and Attachment-Based Perspectives. Curr
Res Psychol Behav Sci 3: 1078

=0


https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/1077801206293328
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/1077801206293328
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/10778010222183170
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/10778010222183170
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/25408086/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/25408086/
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0959353500010004008
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0959353500010004008
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/09718923.2008.11892617
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/09718923.2008.11892617
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/14681991003660260
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/14681991003660260
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0743558405284035
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0743558405284035
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0743558405284035
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2003-00420-011
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2003-00420-011
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2003-00420-011
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/1999-01007-004
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/1999-01007-004
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0891243204265269
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0891243204265269
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0891243204265269

	_GoBack

