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Abstract
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consent and participation by subordinate groups (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005; Gramsci, 
1971). Hegemonic masculinity describes a culturally specific ideal masculinity (e.g., het-
erosexual, White, athletic, financially sound; Connell, 1995). As Connell and Messerschmidt 
(2005) iterated, hegemonic masculinities provide cultural frameworks that are materialized 
in daily practices and interactions. Oftentimes, resources needed to approximate hegemonic 
masculinity are not equally available in stratified societies (Bourgois, 2003). Moving 
beyond an analysis of gender “traits” allows for thinking about the precarious status of the 
“heterosexual male” that exists only in as much as it can be continuously constructed (Con-
nell & Messerschmidt, 2005). The use of the body in aspects of masculine construction 
(e.g., violence) among men without access to resources (e.g., status, employment) and the 
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physical violence, psychological violence, emotional violence, economic violence, and 
sexual violence. If a respondent reported engaging in any one of these behaviors, they 
were identified as having perpetrated a type of violence consistent with the categorization 
detailed above.

Data Collection
Recruitment took place at a batterer’s intervention program (BIP) in an urban, Midwestern 
city. Participants who opted to enroll in the BIP avoided a jail sentence for their participation 
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Data Analysis

Interviews, transcriptions, data entry, and quantitative and qualitative analyses overlapped 
throughout the research process. All of the interviews were transcribed and coded by the 
authors using Nvivo v.7, a qualitative data analysis program. The study relied on inductive 
analysis as informed by grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), which places emphasis on 
tracking respondents’ versions of reality and therefore the meanings constructed from their 
experiences. These methods have been shown to be effective at understanding relationships 
especially those that involve violence (Wood, 2004). We specifically wanted to know about 
self-reported severity and frequency of IPV and alcohol use behaviors among participants to 
compliment the interview data. Having a grasp of the type, severity, and frequency of IPV in 
quantitative terms provides an enhanced contextual basis from which to interpret the qualita-
tive accounts. Data from questionnaires were coded and then analyzed using SAS, a statistical 
analysis program. The quantitative results are for descriptive purposes only and are not meant 
to be generalized to any specific population. Descriptors of participants are provided; pseud-
onyms are used to protect respondents’ confidentiality. Ethical approval for this project was 
obtained from the Institutional Review Board of the primary author’s home university.

Quantitative Findings: IPV, Alcohol  
Use Severity, and Frequency
Due to the nature of the prevention program from which respondents were recruited, it 
was anticipated and ultimately found that all the respondents would admit to at least one 
account of IPV over the course of the 12 months prior to study participation; what was 
unknown was the frequency, severity, and type of IPV these men inflicted. The degree of 
“spillover” violence that was recounted in the interview process was unexpected. By 
spillover, we refer to the fact that accounts of violence outside of intimate partner con-
texts were very common. All of the respondents spoke of perpetrating some form of 
interpersonal violence outside the home with strangers and/or acquaintances. These 
experiences are included in the analysis due to their association with our themes of inter-
est (gender, alcohol, and violent behavior).

Of the eight respondents who were partnered at the time of the study, the frequency of 
self-reported harm inflicted on their current partner and most recent partner is shown in 
Table 1. Over the course of the past year, nearly 63% of respondents, 5 of 8, reported 
inflicting harm on their current partner on at least one to two occasions. One respondent 
reported having inflicted harm on his current partner between 3 and 10 times during the 
course of the previous 12 months. The remaining three men reported no instances of 
inflicted harm in the past year. Similarly, nearly 64% (n = 7) of respondents reported harm-
ing their most recent partner from a past relationship. The scope of physical and verbal 
violence against the partners of the respondents was made increasingly evident during the 
course of the interviews.

Table 2 depicts the self-reported frequencies of five different forms of violence 
directed by respondents toward their current and most recent female partners. Physical 
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violence was the most common for both current relationships and previous relationships. 
Psychological violence was present in approximately 64% of respondents (7 of 11) 
reporting violence in their current relationship, making it the second most frequent form 
of violence reported.

Table 2 shows that not only are the five forms of violence present but they also varied 
with regard to the number of violent instances. Instances of physical violence were perpe-
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involving emotional, economic, and sexual violence are derived from 8 respondents. Five 
men self-reported three or more instances of emotional violence toward their partners in 
the past year. Economic and sexual violence are less frequent in comparison to the previ-
ous three forms of violence.

All of the respondents reported that they consumed alcohol on more than 20 occasions 
throughout the course of their lives. With regard to recent patterns of alcohol consumption 
within the previous 30 days, five respondents stated that they had not had more than a few 
sips of alcohol, three of whom had not had more than a sip in the past 12 months. This low 
level of relatively recent alcohol use may be due in part to involvement in the criminal 
justice system and the BIP.

Qualitative Findings
In this article, we focus on how a group of men from economically disadvantaged and/or 
racial/ethnic minority backgrounds construct the meanings associated with alcohol use and 
its impact on violent behavior. Men’s beliefs about masculinity and the role of alcohol in 
violent behaviors were analyzed for meaning via narratives used by men in discussing the 
violence within their lives. Qualitative findings on the gendered and alcohol-related con-
text of alcohol use are presented below.

Three themes emerged from the qualitative data: (a) Youthful Lessons in Masculin-
ity: Early Exposure to Violence and Alcohol Use, (b) Masculine Deficiencies and 
Alcohol Solutions, and (c) Alcohol Facilitated “Liquid Courage” and Violent Action. 
The purpose of reporting on the particular emergent themes that follow is to provide 
empirical support for the ways in which meanings associated with the construction of 
masculinity and alcohol use underlie violent relationships. Below, themes are expanded 
on with the use of representative accounts that serve to illustrate the meaning and 
impact of masculinity and alcohol use on IPV specifically, and on interpersonal vio-
lence in general.
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Alex (Black, 50): When I was growing up . . . both my mama was an alcoholic and 
my father was an alcoholic. I grew up in an apartment where they fought all the 
time. So, my father used to beat my mother up, alright. . . . So that’s my first mar-
riage. I thought that’s how it went from growing up in that type of environment. 
. . . And I kept on saying to myself “I’m never going to be like my mother and 
father,” but somehow I ended up [that way].
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y’ know, like bills. Mother . . . parents fighting, y’ know, and actually all my life 
I thought it was right, y’ know what I’m sayin,’ cuz I was raised with it. You 
know, as a kid growing up I thought it was right . . . to drink, party, fight and then 
the next morning everything would be back to normal.

Andrew’s account of childhood exposure to violence and his being subjected to violence 
in the form of discipline was elaborated upon further in the interview. This behavior was 
modeled for him by his parents in the context of alcohol use to a point where Andrew 
“thought it was right” for most of his life. Framing childhood experiences with family 
violence as “discipline” renders family violence normative and a component of normative 
heterosexual socialization, which relies on and reinforces assumptions about male violence 
and female submissive weakness (National Resource Center on Domestic Violence, 2002). 
Andrew’s father was performing a form of masculinity that took place in the context of 
alcohol use, which used violence and which took place in front of Andrew as a child. 
Interestingly, Andrew listed “drink, party, fight . . . ” as if the process were a natural 
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damage on the perpetrator and his personal relationships, which damages his status further. 
Another respondent, Alex, for example, said that he felt inadequate in his relationship due to 
his trouble holding a job. Alex discussed having to “prove his masculinity” by abusing his 
partner both physically and psychologically due to his problems with maintaining 
employment. In addition to external structural issues, Alex went on to discuss the physical 
limitations of his stature and his personal shame associated with his body during his time in 
the military and how alcohol use ameliorated the problem.

Alex (Black, 50): By me being the smallest one in the troop, when we matched up and 
had hand-to-hand combat—pick a fight, I always had to go against the biggest 
guy. And it’s a whole lot of stress and it deals with who can scare the other person 
first, or whatever, you know. And I wanted to be one of Uncle Sam’s finest, you 
know. I wanted to be all I could be. You know, and so drinking seemed like it.

Interviewer: Did you feel you were respected more if you could drink heavily?
Alex: You know what, like on Saturdays, we can go off base. We would go buy a 

couple cases of . . . Coors was just coming out then . . . cuz I was out there in Cali-
fornia at Camp Pendleton. So we were like, we’d go buy a couple of cases and 
that’s what we would sit up and do the whole weekend is drink beer. You know, 
and that was the life. That’s what you were doing. Cuz you were the smaller guy 
did you have to prove to them that you were . . . I had to prove all the time.

Interviewer: Was alcohol a way to do that?
Alex: Yeah, it gave me enough strength and courage.

Smaller male bodies mean subverted masculinity—the opposite of the hegemonic ideal. 
Above, we see Alex using alcohol and physical aggression against a larger male to both 
embody masculinity (i.e., use the body itself to establish a masculine gender) and to 
compensate for physical size, thus reaffirming his masculinity to an audience comprised 
primarily of other males. The audience is important because the literature suggests that male-
dominated institutions, such as the military (Bray, Fairbank, & Marsden, 1999), fraternities 
(Wechsler & Kuo, 2003), and policing (Obst, Davey, & Sheehan, 2001), establish and 
therefore demand increasingly traditional and narrow definitions of masculinity that also 
include the subjugation of women, heavy drinking, and other risky-behavior practices.

Another sense of masculine deficiency, in this case the perception that “control” over 
an intimate relationship had been lost, was evidenced by participants reporting being dis-
trustful of their partners and fearing that they were being lied to. Many men reported 
feelings of jealousy and emotional insecurity resulting from suspicions that their partners 
were “cheating.” Kernsmith (2005) suggested abusers use abusive behavior to exert con-
tinuous control over their partners. Others have found this theme as well (Anderson & 
Umberson, 2001). An analysis of the present interviews reveals an overarching impression 
that most participants had a need to be in control of not only their own lives but also their 
partners’ lives as well. Not being in control signals an inferior or weakened form of mas-
culinity. The use of violence was a way for participants to express to their partners and to 
the community at large that control over intimate partners and their social situations were 
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in fact maintained. These men felt that they did not have much to offer in comparison to 
other men (i.e., respondents’ “competition”). Alcohol use was a way of coping with these 
feelings of inferiority. Using alcohol, according to respondents, facilitated a temporary 
solution or escape from feelings of inadequacy.

Alcohol Facilitated “Liquid Courage” and Violent Action
The gender and masculinities literatures in particular (see Connell & Messerschmidt, 
2005) illustrate how hegemonic masculinity emphasizes the representation and use of 
men’s bodies as a process of social embodiment. Violence and alcohol use simultaneously 
embodied an image of the masculine. Commitment to aggressive and violent practices as 
a means of establishing a masculine reputation in a peer group context was evident in 
participants’ accounts as illustrated below. Alex, for example, spoke of getting “jumped” 
by a group of men outside a gas station because he would not leave the premises.

Alex (Black, 50): I’m in the Marine Corp, and I’m trained to be a professional sol-
dier and a professional killer. . . . After going through that training, you know, 
now I know I’m a qualified and I’m a better man and I can meet any conflicts. So 
[now if] I have a problem I don’t walk away . . . because I know what I can do.

Interviewer: You were taught not to walk away?
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occurrence of alcohol abuse, other violence, and IPV. Finally, risk-taking practices were 
used to establish a masculine reputation among peers and in response to the masculine 
modeling observed in childhood. More specifically, unchallenged perceptions of alcohol 
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Finally, we rely on the perceptions of alcohol-related violence presented by respondents. 
These perceptions may or may not accurately reflect the intersections of gender, violence, 
and alcohol use. However, respondents’ perceptions are important because they reveal how 
respondents understand their world. The norms developed over the course of their lives 
influence their perspectives and thus, collectively, have theoretical value.
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