Journal of Family Violence
https://doi.org/10.1007/510896-019-00039-1

ORIGINAL ARTICLE

®

Check for
updates

Honor-Based Violence in Sweden — Norms of Honor and Chastity

Siv-Britt Bjorktomta'

© The Author(s) 2019

Abstract

This article investigates the nature of honor-related domestic violence as experienced by 11 young female victims (aged 16-20)
with non-Swedish-born parents. It examines what forms of violence are involved and how they are related to each other and looks
at the differences and similarities to non-honor-related domestic violence. Qualitative, individual interviews were made with
young women who, when in contact with counselors, mid-wives or social workers, said that they were living with restrictions
over their social life and sexuality with some level of control imposed by another person. Accordingly, it is young women’s
subjective assessment of their experience which defined their inclusion in this study. The analysis has been a recursive process
with a theory-oriented approach that uses Bourdieu’s concept of symbolic violence as a theoretical lens. The participants
belonged to patriarchal families in a particular cultural/religious community and lived under various types of coercive control.
For the participants, the core concept of the family norms was twofold: honor and firm demands for chastity. There was a strong
link between the restrictions they experienced and their vulnerability to various forms of violence, alongside accounts of strong
emotional ties between father and daughter, in most cases. The participants’ scope for action was affected irrespective of they
were physically abused or not. The findings contribute to an initial understanding of how nonviolent controlling behaviors affect
young women'’s scope for action and highlight daughters’ vulnerable situation in a patriarchal family.
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Introduction
Domestic Violence: Honor-Based Violence

Domestic violence, DV, is a global issue; it is gendered and has
no class, ethnic, cultural, or religious boundaries (Nason-Clark
2004). It is a complex phenomenon taking various forms
(Johnson 2006; Stark 2009). Johnson (2006) notes that the
diverse types of violence have different underlying causes that
develop in various ways and therefore have different conse-
quences for the victims. The different types of violence require
different forms of intervention and support.

In recent years, a particular form of violence, termed honor-
based violence, HBV, has been on the agenda (Ertiirk 2009;
Gill 2014). This type of violence has been categorized as a
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specific form of gendered-based violence; however, there is
no one accepted definition of the concept (Author 2007; Bates
2017). Despite the lack of a clear definition, there is a consen-
sus about crimes of honor as a worldwide problem, with an
estimated 5000 women and children murdered each year
(UNFPA 2000).

The concept of honor is about morality and can be
interpreted as a general phenomenon linked to a basic human
need to be recognized by the social context. Thus, honor and
norms of honor have different meanings in different societies
and in different social and cultural contexts. Moreover, the con-
cepts change over time (Ertiirk 2009; Hayes et al. 2016). In
societies with an honor-based value system, honor refers to “the
regulation of women’s sexuality and their conformity with so-
cial norms and traditions” (Gill 2014, p. 2). In these contexts,
honor plays a key role in families’ daily lives and encompasses
not only the individual’s own worth and self-esteem but also
that of the whole family. To preserve its honor, the family, i.e.,
the father, is dependent on recognition from the social context
(Bourdieu 1999; Gill 2014). A family’s honor can also be sul-
lied due to family members’ actions, e.g., a daughter’s immoral
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conduct. This may have severe consequences for the daughter:
emotional, physical, and social (Author 2012; Gill 2014). Due
to social and cultural variation in the interpretation of honor,
honor crimes differ according to the societal context (Hayes
et al. 2016).

Honor-based violence has usually been framed within the
broader spectrum of Violence Against Women either as part of
men’s violence against women or as a specific form of vio-
lence linked to an honor culture (Carbin 2013; Ertiirk 2009;
Gill 2014) but more rarely as expressions of child abuse, child
maltreatment, or parents’ violence against children/young
people, or brothers’ violence against sisters. This article con-
tributes to a growing knowledge on how nonviolent control-
ling behaviors affect children’s, i.e., daughters’, scope for ac-
tion. It is also a contribution to a discussion of the differences
and similarities between domestic and honor-based violence.
The data consist of interviews with 11 young female
victims (aged 16-20) with non-Swedish-born parents.
The data collection was carried out as part of a major research
project, and for the current analysis, the data has been reread
and reanalyzed.

Aim

This article investigates the nature of honor-based domestic
violence as experienced by young female victims. It does so
by posing the following research questions:

*  What types of violence are involved (social, psychologi-
cal, physical)?

* How are the different types of violence linked?

* Does the context of honor and patriarchy contribute to the
violence and, in that case, how?

* What are the differences and similarities to non-honor-
related domestic violence?

Literature Review

The following three sections presents literature about chil-
dren’s experiences of DV, about violence and gender, norms
and religion and, finally, literature about young women and
honor-based violence. The themes are chosen to underpin the
theoretical framework.

Children’s Experiences of Domestic Violence

Efforts to prevent DV, including child abuse, have been on the
agenda for decades, but still remain a global public health
problem. A broad overview of research on physical punish-
ment of children indicates that corporal punishment, as an
integral part of child rearing, has no lasting positive effect.
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In addition, corporal punishment often tends to escalate into
more severe forms of violence (Grogan-Kaylor et al. 2018).
Childhood physical abuse entails a risk of serious injury and
even death. Moreover, violence is a stress factor impacting the
child and can lead to poorer school performance, mental ill-
ness, eating disorders, and deliberate self-harm (Jernbro and
Janson 2017; Jernbro et al. 2010).

Nevertheless, it is not just the physical violence that affects
children. In interviews with 15 mothers exposed to [PVand 15
children (1014 years old) from 15 families, Katz (2015)
shows the harmful impacts of living with what Stark (2009)
termed coercive control. One example is how fathers succeed
in maintaining their dominance in families by monopolizing
mothers’ time. In many cases, this means that children have
less time with their mothers. In different ways, fathers’ coer-
cive control restricted children’s scope for action as well
as their freedom to say and do things. But their scope
for action was also restricted by the children themselves as a
way of avoiding abuse.

Being exposed—witnessing or being abused—to violence
is a frightening experience. But in interviews with children
living with their mothers in domestic violence shelters in
Norway, @verlien (2013) identifies a group of children (8—
20 years old) who more than the other children expressed what
was described as a more “all-embracing” violence. These
children had lived in a special family situation with a male
perpetrator using systematic violence. The children expressed
their experiences in words but also in their body language and
tone of voice, giving accounts of a strong sense of fear. They
described an ever-present psychological violence with coer-
cive control and different forms of threat. The threats were
both verbal and nonverbal and involved promises of different
forms of violence directed at their mothers or at the
children themselves. For this group of children, the violence
was “an integral part of their lives, it was as embodied”
(Qverlien 2013, p. 284).

Parenthood makes it possible to exert control over the child
in ways that one may not always be aware of. So the perpe-
trator being a father and an attachment person is a special
consideration. From a child’s perspective, Cater and Sjogren
(2016) created a typology of 10 children’s experiences of par-
ents’ IPV. The children were 8—12 years of age and living in
women’s shelters in Sweden. The first type was called
Obedience-Demanding Violence, identified by four children,
and described a pattern of violence employed in specific situ-
ations, e.g., when the father was drunk, the children had been
disobedient, or there had been an accident. This violence was
understandable and could be avoided by being obedient. The
second type, Chronic and Mean Violence identified by three
children, comprises violence and threats of violence from an
evil father. To protect themselves from the violence, the chil-
dren tried to avoid interacting with their fathers as much as
possible. Finally, the third type, Parenthood-Embedded
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Violence identified by three children, was more closely
interpreted as connected to the perpetrator’s role as a father.
However, the picture the children painted of their fathers was
contradictory or ambivalent. On the one hand, the children
said they longed for a close relationship with a loving and
caring father, and, on the other hand, they described negative
situations and violent acts that the father had committed.

In a five-year longitudinal study of young children’s expe-
riences of DV, 15 teenagers (aged 15 and 16) described their
family situations in a similar way (Weinehall 1997/2005).
There was no mealtime structure, bedtime structure, etc., and
the father set the family rules, but they were unpredictable and
difficult to obey, and the teenagers never knew when or why a
violent situation might arise. Also, the violence was unpredict-
able, constant, and frightening and was mostly meted out by a
drunken and pugnacious father or stepfather. It affected both
the mothers and the teenagers in various ways. Moreover, it
was the psychological violence the teenagers considered the
worst of all.

Research points to the child’s vulnerable position in the
family (@verlien 2013; Katz 2015), and the importance for
children to experience and develop positive close, and long-
term relationships with adults (Durrant and Ensom 2017). DV
involving children not only encompasses physical violence; it
also includes a wide range of controlling behaviors, psycho-
logical abuse, e.g., restrictions on the right to choose how to
act, think, and feel (Katz 2015; Weinehall 1997/2005;
@verlien 2013). Taken together, DV involving children is
about a permanent attitude held by the parents or guardians
that destroys, or prevents, the child from developing a positive
self-image. According to children, psychological violence and
neglect are far worse than physical violence (Weinehall 1997/
2005; Jernbro and Janson 2017).

Violence and Gender: Norms and Religion

Gender is an important aspect of DV, with the World Health
Organization (2007) and academic research asserting that ste-
reotyped gender norms are related to violence worldwide
(Berkel et al. 2004; Smagur et al. 2017; Westenberg 2017).
We know that girls and women report more child abuse than
boys and men in home environments as well as exposure to
several forms of violence (ONS 2018). Findings indicate that
gender-typed gender roles could be a risk factor for behavior
problems in IPV-exposed children, although the findings are
mixed as to whether boys and girls are affected differently
(Smagur et al. 2017). However, Smagur et al. (2017) point
to gender norms as well as social expectations for boys and
girls within both the family and the larger societal context as
important elements for understanding the mixed findings.
Religious traditions have a specific function concerning
family, gender, and sexuality norms (Nason-Clark 2004;
Westenberg 2017). Historically, Islam, Judaism, and

Christianity have greatly influenced family values and sexu-
ality. All three religions emphasize traditional family values
and complementary gender roles, often combined with a neg-
ative attitude toward divorce. These religious discourses can
have a supporting role for the family and the individual. On
the other hand, in cases of domestic violence, a strong dis-
course on male authority, the sacred nature of marriage, and
the woman’s role as a wife and mother can also prevent female
victims from seeking help and leaving an abusive relationship
(Nason-Clark et al. 2017). A study of Christian families indi-
cate that the language of forgiveness can support an idea at the
same time as perpetuating and tolerating power and abuse
(Westenberg 2017).

The increasing interest in exploring different aspects of
children’s experiences of violence has revealed how important
it is to observe the complexity of DV and that analyses of the
whole context, not just the acts of violence, are needed. In the
most recent Swedish national survey of upper secondary
school students’ experiences of violence (4700 students aged
between 15 and 17), questions about the perceived freedom to
make one’s own decisions were added for the first time
(Jernbro and Janson 2017). The survey contained questions
about appearance, clothes, friends, leisure time, education,
religion, political/ideological views, and choice of marital
partner. The findings showed that a group of students, mostly
with non-Nordic-born parents, reported experiencing control
and restriction in their daily lives. The survey also highlighted
a strong link between the restrictions experienced and vulner-
ability to various forms of DV. Altogether, this spotlights the
role of discourses, religions, norms, and our expectations
about gender and gender roles and their impact on domestic
violence.

Young Women and Honor-Based Violence

This last section looks at research on girls and women in
Western countries who are from ethnic minority families and
have to live their lives in accordance with an honor code.
Despite the discussion about how to define HBV, there is a
growing body of research on this type of violence, the most
common being surveys or legal documents studies (Bates
2017; Hayes et al. 2016; Schlytter and Linell 2010), but there
are also some small qualitative interview studies with female
victims (Blum et al. 2016; Author 2012). The most common
and significant aspect of this body of research is the victims’
extraordinarily vulnerable situation. Furthermore, women and
girls exposed to HBV are described as being in an overall
complex situation with several parallel and extremely difficult
problems (Blum et al. 2016; Schlytter and Linell 2010). The
majority of this cohort have experienced migration, either
firsthand or through their families’ experiences. Research in-
dicates that due to these experiences, this group has both a
greater and more prolonged need for support, both with
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practical matters and with building new social networks that
can replace the loss of the family (Danneskiold-Samsee et al.
2011). Furthermore, girls and women in domestic violence
shelters show more disturbed night’s sleep, i.e., nightmares
and sleep difficulties, and several report being traumatized
after having been assaulted on multiple occasions. There were
also indications of fear and an increase in suicidal thoughts. In
some cases the perpetrators’ threats frequently continuing
while the women and girls were living in the domestic vio-
lence shelters (Author 2012; Sedem and Ferrer-Wreder 2015).

Girls are described as facing multiple barriers that prevent
them from seeking help (Author 2012; Blum et al. 2016).
They are more isolated and alone with their problems than
the average young person (Author 2007; Schlytter and Linell
2010), and in interviews they describe their fear of being
rejected and isolated by their families if the violence becomes
known to the community (Author 2012; Sedem and Ferrer-
Wreder 2015). A common thread in Nordic research on young
people with foreign backgrounds is their strong need for, and
dependency on, their families (Author 2012; Danneskiold-
Samsge et al. 2011). In cases of domestic violence, these
strong emotional bonds between the family members tend to
make it more difficult for the victims to process their experi-
ences of violence (Author 2012; Blum et al. 2016).

To sum up, the research evidence on children exposed to
domestic violence is relatively new, and without distinctions
regarding different forms of violence (@verlien 2013).
Children in general are dependent on the adult world, and
the perpetrator being an attachment person has a special im-
pact. Young female victims of HBV are in an extremely vul-
nerable situation when living with restrictions and control.
The fact that they are minors, being in a minority ethnic group,
with strong emotional bonds to their families, makes it diffi-
cult for them to leave an abusive family situation on their own.
Many have also experienced trauma with severe psychoso-
matic symptoms. The consequences of honor-based violence
are to some extent documented. However, there is a lack of a
deeper understanding of how honor-based violence, and not
just physical violence, affects young women’s lives.
Moreover, there is a lack of understanding of how different
forms of violence restrict their scope for action with reference
to ethnicity, culture, tradition and religion.

Theoretical Framework

Patriarchy is about male domination; however, patriarchal sys-
tems change over time and vary between societal contexts.
They exist on two levels: a macro, i.e., bureaucracies, govern-
ments, laws, markets, and religions, and a micro, i.e., in inter-
actions/interplays, families, organizations, and patterns of re-
lationship behaviors (Hunnicutt 2009). This article focuses on
micro-level patriarchal systems, and the definition used here is
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taken from Therborn’s (2004) definition of a patriarchal fam-
ily, which refers to generational and conjugal family relations
or, more clearly, to generational and gender relations
(Therborn 2004, p. 13). Therborn describes how a patriarchal
family is organized on different levels. The parent—child rela-
tionship is characterized by formalized rules for children’s
obedience to, and respect and reverence for, the parents—the
father rules the roost. In the patriarchal structure there is, be-
sides the capacity to exercise power, also latent violence.
Therborn’s (2004) definition of patriarchy offers a sort of
patriarchal family framework. The focus is on gender and
generation, with an emphasis on paternal authority. Bourdieu
(1999), on the other hand, describes patriarchy as having a
tangible, physical, and emotional dimension. His concepts of
symbolic violence and habitus give us a broad understanding
of how male dominance is produced and reproduced through
norms, unspoken and tacit messages, symbols, communica-
tion, and knowledge, as well as through emotions, body lan-
guage, and intonation. These concepts are central to the un-
derstanding of the whole and comprise how norms and values
are transferred from the older to the younger generation. It is
about embodied norms, and Bourdieu points to the essential,
namely, that “the strength of the ethos [habitus] is that it is
morality made flesh” (Bourdieu 1984/1995, p. 86). The term
embodied describes how experiences, values, and norms are
incorporated in the physical body. It is also about how they
interact, influence, and shape the way we perceive the world
as well as how we act in it. This happens unconsciously with-
out our giving it any reflection, and emotions are an important
dynamic. One way of understanding how this could be
expressed is by using Hochschild’s (1983/2003) description
of feelings as both the compass of existence and a moral atti-
tude toward actions. Symbolic violence is a soft and insidious
form of violence. It is about structures and meaning systems
but also about feelings, norms, and values, and, taken together,
it is about how our self-image and identity are formed.
Violence is a complex phenomenon that comprises not just
physical force as discrete acts intended to hurt, damage, or kill
but also a range of tactics designed to intimidate, humiliate,
degrade, exploit, isolate, and control (Johnson 2006; Stark
2009). Thus, Stark (2009), using the concept of coercive con-
trol, describes violent events not as separate but as elements
that constantly interact in an ongoing and cumulative way.
Based on victims’ experiences, violence can be viewed as
having fluid boundaries between overlapping events on a con-
tinuum (Kelly 1988). By using the image of a continuum,
actions can be visible that otherwise would be construed as
less severe. It is then possible to understand the connection
and interaction between different forms of violence as well as
how the different forms are repeatedly expressed in a specific
context without minimizing the severity of the violent acts.
For this analysis, the concept of coercive control, designed
to punish, hurt, or control, and whose effects are cumulative
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(Stark 2009), is fruitful. It points to the construction and de-
construction of gender identity as the specific aim of coercive
control (Stark 2009). The concept has increasingly been ap-
plied to women’s experience of violence, yet not commonly
used for children’s and young people’s (Katz 2015).

Methods

Honor-based violence as a phenomenon, and a social prob-
lem, was first noticed in Sweden in 2002, when a young
woman, 26 years, was shot by her father in the family’s apart-
ment. The woman had gone out public, telling her story of
control and violence from her father and brother. Moreover,
she had spoken before the Swedish parliament. A speech that
went viral in newspapers and TV nationwide. This homicide
highlighted the situation of young women with non-Swedish
background living with control and violence from their fami-
lies. At this time, the concepts honor killing and honor-based
violence were unknown and did not exist in the Swedish lan-
guage (Author 2007).

This article focuses on young women, with non-Swedish-
born parents, who, when in contact with counselors, mid-
wives or social workers, expressed living with restrictions
over their social life and sexuality with some level of control
imposed by another person. Accordingly, it is young women’s
subjective assessment of their experiences that constituted the
selection criteria and defined their inclusion in this study. The
empirical material was gathered (Author 2012) between 2005
and 2008, which means the data is 10—13 years old, at a time
when the Swedish government was putting significant effort
into combatting HBV. During this period, HBV was treated by
government, the media and the public as a primarily non-
Swedish, foreign form of violence (Author 2007; Carbin
2013). Due to the focus on HBYV, there have been some chang-
es in laws according child marriage and forced marriage.
However, I stress that this has no impact on the results.
Today, honor-based violence still remains a social problem
and the work to prevent and combat HBV is the responsibility
of many actors in the Swedish society. Moreover, there is an
ongoing discussion about introducing more severe penalties
for offences with honor motives.

The Participants

The women included in this study came from a greater Middle
East region (i.e., Middle Eastern nations and western Asia)
where the concept of honor governs everyday behavior. The
participants were young dependents. At the time of the inter-
views, seven of the eleven young women were minors. They
had been exposed to a wide range of restrictions and control as
well physically abused by their parents and in two cases also
by a brother. In other words, it was their attachment persons

who were responsible for most of the control and coercion.
One family had been living in Sweden for 27 years, three
families for about 20 years, and the rest for anywhere between
8 and 18 years. Of the 11 young women, 5 were born in
Sweden. Six families considered themselves Muslim
and two Christian, while the rest were mixed faith
(Christian and Muslim). The parents were a heteroge-
neous group in terms of ethnicity and levels of urbanization
and education (Author 2012).

Procedure and Ethics

No ethical vetting was made. This means that neither a formal
consent form was distributed or a distress protocol were used.
However, because of the sensitive nature of the topic and the
potential vulnerability of the participants, intensive, yet infor-
mal discussions with the Regional Ethical Evaluation Board in
Stockholm, and the National Swedish Board of Health and
Welfare were conducted. An important dilemma to consider
was whether the value of the study exceeded the risk to the
participants. However, at that time there was a lack of knowl-
edge of honor-based violence and adequate theories, more-
over, the research of young people’s experiences of DV was
of limited extent. All together there were strong reasons for
realizing the study. In addition, participants received substan-
tial information regarding possibilities and consequences be-
fore they agreed to participate.

Contacts with the participants were established through
professionals: counselors, midwives, or social welfare secre-
taries. About 30 young women were asked to participate; in
the end, 11 gave oral consent to participate. Because of the
established professional contacts, the women had, in other
words, access to the kind of help that distress protocols usually
put in place (Author 2012). In two cases information
concerning safety of the participants became evident during
the interviews. After consent from the participants the profes-
sional in point was contacted. Because several of the young
women were living with threats of reprisal (and violence) from
their families it was crucial to preserve their anonymity.
Therefore, none of the details (such as the time and place of
the interview) have been disclosed, and information that does
not change the data but protects the identities of the partici-
pants (e.g., ethnicity, number, and gender of the siblings) has
either been altered or removed.

As a highly qualified interviewer with extensive experience
in interviewing children and adolescents on sensitive topics, |
conducted a one-to-one interview with each informant. The
interviews were semi-structured and addressed the past, pres-
ent, and future. Open-ended questions were used to investi-
gate family roles that the participants believed existed in their
family. In some cases, the interviewees spontaneously made
reference to physical violence, but no explicit questions were
asked about violence. Rather, the interviewer openly
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examined what the participants thought the parents might im-
pose if they found that their daughter had violated family
norms. The interviews, which averaged about 60 min, were
audiotaped and transcribed verbatim. They took place in var-
ious locations (e.g., a youth guidance center, a social services
office, a foster home).

Analysis

Thematic analysis is a method for identifying and analyzing
patterns in qualitative data suited to research questions about
the representation and construction of phenomena in a partic-
ular context (Braun and Clarke 2006). Although the method is
usually described as a process with different stages, Braun and
Clarke (2006) suggest that analysis is more of a recursive than
a linear process. The present analysis takes as its starting point
the accounts of violence. For the analysis, the 11 transcribed
interviews were reread several times to obtain an outline of the
representations of violence. The theory-oriented analysis has
been recursive, and both inductive and deductive. The first
series of analyses had a deductive starting point, using three
types of violence, symbolic, psychological, and physical
(Author 2012), as the overall themes. Expressions of power,
dominance, control, and authority were recorded, and this
process generated a fourth theme, labeled social violence.
This form of violence refers to participants’ scope for action,
and here it is defined as having the scope, physically,
mentally, and socially, to choose (based on age and
maturity) type of education, leisure activities, friends,
and boy- or girlfriends. Scope for action is a dynamic
concept. It also refers to the participants being able to
decide their sexuality as well as their future life partner with-
out risking being abused by a family member or ostracized by
the family and/or family community.

All four themes were rooted in the literature on violence
and coercive control and deepened the understanding of how
the phenomenon of domestic violence involving children
could be expressed. A second series of analyses were under-
taken to capture different expressions of coercive control.
These new expressions were then categorized into subthemes
under the four main themes. The excerpts under each main
theme have been chosen because they capture not only the
large variations in, but also the similarities between, the par-
ticipants’ experiences.

Findings

The participants’ accounts showed how intertwined the differ-
ent forms of violence were, how they interacted, as well the
repetitive nature of the violence. The analyses revealed how
the purpose of the violence varied, and to facilitate the read-
ing, the accounts are sorted theoretically into four themes:
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symbolic, social, psychological, and, finally, physical
violence.

Symbolic Violence

The aim of the symbolic violence was, in the participants’
context, to socialize daughters to norms such as obedience
and chastity. Moreover, the daughter’s chastity served as a
symbol of family honor. The father—daughter relationship
was characterized by respect, which I interpret as a blend of
entwined feelings, such as love, admiration, loyalty, shame,
guilt, and fear (Author 2012). In simple terms, this mixture of
feelings tells us whether we are acting appropriately—then we
feel a sense of assuredness and pride—or acting
inappropriately—then we feel shame, guilt, and perhaps even
fear of retribution.

The subthemes of symbolic violence were twofold. First,
there was heteronormativity with distinct gender roles. There
was latent violence together with norms of parental, i.e., pa-
ternal, authority. All of these themes were linked to a patriar-
chal family. Second, there was the language of honor, together
with a strong norm of the daughter’s chastity as a symbol of
family. The latter subthemes were, in turn, linked to honor.

Despite the heterogeneity between the families, the partic-
ipants described similar norms and values, which could be
summarized as traditional values in three areas: (1) a strong
sexual morality, together with a tight control of women’s sex-
uality, (2) norms of honor, which meant, among other things, a
strong emphasis on family honor, which is characterized by
the daughter’s chastity, and (3) gendered practices, with the
man primarily seen as the family provider, while the house-
hold and the children were the woman’s responsibility.

In the interviews, symbolic violence was manifested by a
father’s silent anger and his turning his back on his daughter.
Symbolic violence could also be expressed through a father’s
angry look or reddening face. In addition, symbolic violence
could be represented by parents making the daughter feel guilt
or shameful. Another way was through cultural traditions and
religion that not only legitimated the norms but also strength-
ened and enhanced the norms.

Common for all participants was a latent violence embed-
ded in the patriarchal family structure and the parental author-
ity. The participants thus felt unsure whether they were at risk
of being exposed to any form of violence, and this affected
their scope for action. For those physically abused, the latent
violence was constantly present, controlling every action.

Through their tacit messages, body language, and emo-
tions, parents conveyed to their daughters what they were
allowed and not allowed to do. Diana (aged 20) described
her parents’ strategies as follows: “When my parents get an-
gry, they don't speak that much, but they show it in a way that
makes you feel guilt instead.” What the interviewees had in
common was family patterns emphasizing parental authority.
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In addition, in most of the families, the father’s authority and
power were self-evident. In different ways, all 11 participants
described how they avoided having an open conflict with their
fathers; some claimed that they had never challenged their
fathers. Mary (aged 16) described what can here be interpreted
as a loyal and trusting relationship. She also explained that she
had never once disobeyed or disagreed with her father. In the
next quote, Amine (aged 17), on the other hand, described a
quite different family situation; the family placed expectations
on her and strongly demanded that she show obedience.

The most serious thing was that you should in no way
disagree with your parents. I should never question any-
thing, especially when someone else was there—then it
was even worse. Obey your dad...your parents. It
doesn’t matter what they do. Whatever they had done,
you should go back to them; whatever they do, you are
supposed to forgive them. You will return to them
anyway.

Actually, the picture of the father that the participants painted
was contradictory or ambivalent. It contained concepts, such
as controlling, severity, authority, and acts of violence. On the
other hand, some of the participants described the father as a
responsible man striving to build secure lives for his children.
The role as a firm and dependable adult figure seemed to
function as a framework that implied security, on the one
hand, and restrictions on the participants’ scope for action,
on the other. From the daughter’s perspective, i.c., as a young
woman, the demand for premarital chastity was the most im-
portant of all the family norms, expressed through the meta-
phor of the daughter being a diamond in the rough that the
family needs to polish to become a “good” woman for a future
husband whom the family would choose. The norm of chastity
was also explicitly expressed, as revealed by Hannah (aged
17): “I'm a girl and I have something that could be lost, you
know, my virginity. That is something very, very big. The girl
is, you know, she is the very symbol of the family.”

All the participants described the power of the chastity
norm and how it limited their scope for action. The daughter’s
purity symbolized family honor and pride, entailing less scope
for action for the daughters compared with their brothers. The
social contexts described could be summarized in an excerpt
from the interview with 18-year-old Gabriela: “And so, I may
think what I want, but I cannot say what [ want.” And com-
mon for all participants was that they were prohibited from
talking about a boyfriend. However, for some, it was not fear
that kept them from speaking about boyfriends as the next
quote from Diana (aged 20) shows.

I’ve such respect for my dad. I don’t know why, well,
it’s because he’s my dad. I feel that my dad’s upbringing
hasn’t been like that (i.e., a daughter being allowed to

talk about boyfriends). I don’t know. So, most of all, 1
think he would be disappointed if I tell him something
like that. But I don’t know how he would react because
I’ve never said anything like that to him.

Respect for her father prevented Diana from talking about her
boyfriend. But, it was not a fearful respect that held her back.
Rather, I interpret that she felt shame at the thought of father
finding out that she had violated the norm of chastity.

So, living in an environment where a father’s authority is
self-evident and a daughter’s chastity is the norm presents
obstacles for daughters. An important aspect was how respect
for the father was expressed. Was it through love, admiration,
loyalty, shame, guilt, or perhaps fear? The emotional bonds
between the participants and their fathers were strong in most
of the families. And due to their ages, the young women were
dependents. Moreover, when the participants talked about
their families and family relations, they generally used cate-
gories from patriarchy and honor norms to describe their sit-
uations. It was as though the participants took their situations
for granted—"that’s the way it is”. This, in turn, indicates
difficulties for them to offer resistance and initiate a change.

Social Violence

The theme of social violence describes how the norms took
concrete form in the participants’ daily lives by limiting their
scope for action. The aim was to maintain the norms of honor.
Nevertheless, the concept of social violence highlights the
tension between parental authority and children’s needs and
vulnerability and pertains to general conditions that may exist
in families with children. The lines of demarcation between
parental authority and control and restrictions are not always
obvious. Using the child’s age and maturity as a starting point
can serve as guidance for where these dividing lines are likely
to be drawn.

The boyfriend ban and demands for chastity are in this
theme concretized in gender segregation and discrimination.
Subthemes extracted from the analysis included control over
and restrictions on finance, friends, leisure time, the cell phone
and the Internet, clothes, and makeup. There were also strong
demands for the female participants to assume a greater role
in, and responsibility for, the household chores and looking
after siblings compared to their brothers. Common for all the
participants was the varying restrictions on choosing a future
marital partner.

One concrete example was that of the father holding the
purse strings. Four participants described being restricted in
doing what they want with their pocket money, i.e., they had
no money to call their own. Instead, when needed it, they had
to ask their fathers and in one case the mother. For Mary (aged
16), respect for parental authority was a natural aspect of the
parent—daughter relationship. She claimed that she did not
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need regular pocket money. In fact, she trusted her father to
give her money whenever she needed. Another example of
social violence was the responsibility given to those partici-
pants with younger siblings. The responsibility was like that
of a parent for a child. At the time of the interview, Sonya
(aged 16) was living in foster care, protected from severe
paternal abuse. During the interview, she cast her mind back
to when she was 13 years old and still living at home with both
parents and younger siblings as the next quote recalls.

It was school and then home to take care of the house-
hold, clean, cook, and look after my siblings. I wasn’t
allowed to meet friends, and if I wanted to go out, I was
only allowed to stay near the house, in the garden, where
my parents could see me. So if I met my friends, it was
near my home.

There were also examples of social violence related to the
norms of chastity. For instance, several of the participants
described restrictions on their leisure time and meeting
friends, especially boys after school. Three of them could only
meet a small number of female friends whom their fathers had
chosen. When Raquel (aged 17) was almost 15 years old, her
father had discovered that she had a boyfriend despite the
strict ban that her parents had introduced. For Raquel, that
marked the beginning of tighter restrictions.

He started to limit my circle of friends. ‘I don’t like her,
and that girl you’re not allowed to see.” Well, but who
can [ be with? I’ve no friends left. You have rejected
everyone. And that’s the way it was.

Such parental authority was an established way of life for the
participants, regardless of their age, as long as they lived at
home with their parents. Ebony (aged 19), gave a detailed
description of her mother’s strict control: no boyfriends,
prohibited from talking with friends on a cell phone, and fe-
male friends could sometimes visit her at home, but male
friends were not allowed to. In her mother’s eyes, Ebony
was still a child who had to obey.

The theme of social violence is that of the parents trying to
maintain the family norms in their daily lives in a new country,
and in a new societal context with different values and norms,
especially regarding family issues, gender equality, and youth
sexuality. For the participants, it meant restrictions on several
areas of their lives. However, the strong demands for obedi-
ence made it difficult for the young women to choose a life of
their own.

Psychological Violence

The third theme, psychological violence, constitutes both
symbolic and social violence. It does not affect the physical
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body, furthermore, its principal aims were in the participants’
context to ensure that family norms are adhered to and the
family’s honor is preserved.

Several subthemes related to psychological violence
emerged from the interviews, including verbal abuse, silence,
degrading behavior, humiliating acts, violation of integrity,
isolation, confinement, repudiation, rejection, and threats of
violence and death threats. A special form of psychological
violence was emotional blackmail, which pertains to feelings
of unpleasantness and describes actions and attitudes (also
silence) that, by generating feelings of shame and guilt, extort
obedience and restrict the victim’s scope for action. The
stories of emotional blackmail came mostly from those fami-
lies where the fathers employed physical violence. The inter-
views revealed that it was the mothers who used this form of
violence to force the daughters to obey their fathers.

A form of psychological violence as a means of exercising
power was silence. Saba, 17 years old at the time of the inter-
view, described how afraid she was when she first discovered
that she was pregnant at the age of 15. She was well into her
pregnancy before letting her sister know. The sister then told
their aunt, who passed this information on to the mother.
Finally, when the mother told the father, Saba was five months
pregnant, and it was too late for an abortion. The father was
extremely angry, but Saba rejected his request that she give the
baby up for adoption. In the end, Saba received support from
her mother, and so the baby remained with Saba and her fam-
ily. After discovering the pregnancy, the father no longer
spoke to Saba, who, at the time of the interview, was living
with her baby in a separate part of the family’s big house.
Almost two years had passed, and although Saba’s father oc-
casionally babysat his grandchild, he never spoke to his
daughter.

Below is an example of psychological violence, with an
emphasis on degrading behavior and humiliating acts in the
light of the norm of chastity. In some cases, the events only
occurred once, such as the one Lula (aged 17) described when
she was just 13 years old.

My father ordered my mother to take me to the youth
guidance center for a medical examination and to see
whether I was still a virgin. However, the midwife and
the counselor at the center said that it wasn’t possible to
check my virginity.

Fortunately, she never underwent an examination; neverthe-
less, Lula said that the incident had a profound and lasting
impact on her.

The participants described instances of psychological vio-
lence, such as when fathers, and, in some cases, brothers,
repeatedly checked the participants’ bags and cell phones.
As noted earlier in this article, the norm of chastity means that
the daughter’s virginity is the symbol of family honor. Hence,
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the word ‘whore’ is the strongest term a father can use to
illustrate how much he detests his daughter as a person.
When interviewed, Sonya (aged 16) recalled her father’s
words when she was living with her family.

For instance, he would say, “Whore. All your friends are
whores’ and ‘you will be exactly like them.” You know,
it was nothing I could do. Just bite the bullet, look down,
and walk away. But when it happens every day, and it’s
your own dad, then you can’t stand it. It’ll be too much.
It’ll never stop. Do I have to live like that? [ was 14 years
old. Was I really supposed to live like that for another
four years until I come of age? I just couldn’t stand it.

Another form of psychological violence pertains to direct and
indirect threats, in this instance stories told by the participants
about the repercussions of physical violence. These threats
could be expressed either verbally or through body language.
In her interview, Lula (aged 17) described silent, yet visible,
threats from her father. She knew without his saying a word
that he was angry: “You feel it; his face becomes red with
anger, he begins to come closer; opens his eyes widely, and...”
This was a signal for Lula to go to her room to avoid physical
violence, which she had experienced ever since she was a
young child.

Another participant (Amine age 17) recalled how her father
had threatened to kill her if he discovered that she had been
with a boy or if someone saw her talking to a boy. Amine had
been physically abused by her father but also by her mother.
She had also seen her parents physically abuse her siblings,
and these memories made the threats more real and frighten-
ing. Amine went on to explain that she had never gone against
her father’s will. The other participants were unsure as to
whether or not their fathers would have actually carried out
their threats.

Psychological violence is a form of violence in which the
choice of expression and act affects the victim, not physically
but emotionally. In the participants’ context, the norms of
honor and demands for chastity were not just matters for the
young women. The fact that daughters’ chastity is the symbol
of family honor involved all the family members but also the
surrounding social context, i.e., the ethnic collective. And, in
the end, it was how fathers valued and handled the reactions of
relatives and the ethnic collective that restricted young
women’s scope for action.

Physical Violence

The fourth theme is physical violence, the aim of which is,
above all, to punish disobedience or a violation of family
norms. Unlike the previous themes, fewer participants (5 out
of 11) had first hand accounts of this one. According to Mary
(aged 16), her parents were aware of the fact that physical

violence was not a parenting option. Mary mentioned the fol-
lowing: “So it doesn’t help if you get beaten—you have to
speak, you know, talk.”

Participants’ references to physical violence covered vari-
ous acts. Fathers were mainly responsible for the violence, in a
couple of families it was also brothers, and in one family it was
the mother as well. Several subthemes regarding physical vi-
olence emerged from the data: maltreatment, grievous bodily
harm, banishment, abduction along with a forced engagement
and attempted murder. In the interviews, material violence
was represented by the father’s destructive actions, e.g.,
destroying the daughter’s computer and cell phone.

During her childhood, Sonya (aged 16) lived under con-
stant threat and had also been exposed to different forms of
paternal violence. She remembered a particular occasion when
her father had discovered that she had been chatting with a
boy on the Internet. “He hit me really hard that time, and he
broke my cell phone by throwing it at the wall. He also re-
moved the computer from my room.”

For Lula (aged 17), the situation was extremely tense. She
reported a childhood were she and her siblings had been ex-
posed to the father’s violence using his fists, a belt, and pulling
her hair. The social services knew about the family situation.
Indeed, Lula had been placed in foster care, and in safe houses
twice, because of DV. However, she always chose to return
home because she longed to be with her family. Lula was not
allowed to go out without her father’s permission, and if she
did, she had to be chaperoned by a parent. At the time of the
interview, this situation had been going on for almost six
months, and her father’s permission was required before the
interview could take place at a social services office. During
the interview, Lula compared her own situation with that of a
caged bird: “/Dad] says to me: ‘go to your room.” Then he
closes the door and takes my cell phone and keys and locks the
door—not to my room, but the front door.”

Lula also reported having been physically abused by an
older brother. In the excerpt below, she recalls an incident
when her brother had found out that she had been seen with
male friends.

My dad doesn’t beat me like that. You know, when my
brother hit me; it’s not like he beats a girl, but it’s like he
beats [a guy]. My dad has beaten me like that twice. My
brother, however, has beaten me on several occasions.
My brother came home and then began to hit me. I was
then lying on the floor on my back, and he placed his
foot on my stomach. My brother is really tall, and I'm,
you know, after all, small compared with him.

Raquel’s story differed somewhat from Lula’s. Both describe
restrictions and severe physical violence. But, unlike Raquel
(aged 17), Lulareported a constant presence of different forms
of childhood violence. Raquel, on the other hand, said that she
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had not been physically abused as a child. The very first time
Raquel’s father hit her was when he discovered that his then
15-year-old daughter had a boyfriend. This was also the first
time Raquel had ever argued back.

At first, [ was cheeky and continued to answer back, but
then he kept on beating me. I got a cracked lip and I have
a scar somewhere on my eyebrow. At the time, I was
trying to run out of my room, but he held the door so I
couldn’t leave.

For Raquel, this incident marked the start of an escalation of
violence, in terms of frequency, severity, and different forms.
This had a number of consequences: she fled the family home
on several occasions, was forced into an engagement in the
family’s country of origin and had a teenage pregnancy. When
Raquel’s father found out about her pregnancy, she had al-
ready left home to live with her boyfriend. In the interview
she recounted her father’s death threat when she became preg-
nant and refused to have an abortion. On one occasion, they
bumped into each other on a train station platform. The sight
of his pregnant daughter enraged him, and without warning,
he pushed Raquel onto the tracks. Raquel described her vul-
nerability and needing support from the adult world.
Fortunately, her brother came running out and pulled her up
to safety just seconds before the train whizzed by. At the time
of the interview, Raquel was safe and living in foster care with
her baby.

The theme of physical violence meted out by fathers, and
by a couple of brothers, refers to punishment for having vio-
lated family norms and besmirched the family’s honor and
reputation. The violence by one of the mothers refers to the
children’s upbringing and a conflict-ridden family as well as
family members separated due to migration. In one family
there was mention of drug abuse as a contributory cause.
Some families had had family conflicts and experienced war,
but there were also issues regarding migration, including sep-
aration, uncertainty, criminality and conflicts, which emerged
from the interviews as possible contributory causes of the
violence.

Discussion

Common for a child’s position in an honor- or non-honor-
related context is their vulnerability and dependency on the
parents or guardians for a happy childhood. Cater and Sjogren
(2016) point to the fact that the perpetrator is also a parent/an
attachment person which is an aggravating circumstance. In
contrast to previous studies (Cater and Sjogren 2016;
Weinehall 1997/2005), the physical violence described by
the participants was not alcohol-related. The physical violence
described, was often predictable and the reasons for fathers
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resorting to physical violence were to calm the father’s own
feelings as well as protect the family’s dignity and respectabil-
ity. Another important finding is how domestic violence
concerning a child is embedded in her entire childhood.
However, like other studies (Katz 2015; Weinehall 1997/
2005), it was not just the physical violence that had an effect;
even nonphysical violent parental acts restricted participants’
scope for action. The overall findings suggest a limited poten-
tial for resistance, but, and this is important, it does not mean
that there was no resistance. Put together, participants were
living with an all-pervasive violence, and in a way, they were
taking their situations for granted, which is in line with
Overlien’s (2013) study of a group of children who lived with
patriarchal terrorism.

The accounts of honor-based violence could be interpreted
as coercive control (Stark 2009). Stark’s concept concerns
adults and points to the construction and deconstruction of
gender identity as the specific aim of coercive control, i.e.
gender as dimension of power. The core of this article, on
the other hand, comprises (family) relations, with gender,
but also generation as dimension of power. The analysis points
to children’s best, vulnerability and dependency. In the young
women’s families, males dominate over females, and to
maintain honor and respect, males need to control the
family, above all, the daughters and their sexuality. In
the families there are a pattern, constantly ongoing, of
parental/paternal dominance. When the physical violence
is in use, it is often interwoven with other forms of
violence, such as threat, surveillance and isolation. However,
to have control, physical violence is not necessarily needed. In
some cases, violence is also expressed in non-verbal ways;
e.g. arigorous eye.

Using Bourdieu’s concepts of symbolic violence and hab-
itus has given an understanding of how domination is created
and maintained by, among other things, emotions that arise in
the interaction between individuals of different social rank and
age. Furthermore, using symbolic violence as a theoretical
lens has highlighted important aspects of the significance of
the context. The family organization, with a clear hierarchy
and distinct gender and generation roles (Therborn 2004),
underpin the parental, i.e. paternal authority. In addition, the
analysis points to the importance of norms and discourses
(Nason-Clark et al. 2017; Westenberg 2017); i.e. honor and
the daughter’s role as a symbol of family honor, and their
significant impact on the participants’ scope for action. By
describing and valuating themselves from criteria that contrib-
uted their disadvantages, in a way, the young women contrib-
uted to their own subordination, which is a form of symbolic
violence (Bourdieu 1999). It is also a part of the construction
of their gender identity, which in turn can be interpreted as a
part of their habitus (ibid). In families were honor plays a key
role in daily lives, males have access to social capital which
give them the preferential right of interpretation (Bourdieu
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1999; Gill 2014). Young women, on the other hand, are lim-
ited by their habitus, they adapt their behavior and scope for
action according to the context of their family and childhood
(Bourdieu 1999).

By way of conclusion, a theoretical model of different
forms of violence is outlined using the concepts of coercive
control, symbolic violence, and habitus as a basis. The vio-
lence was expressed in numerous acts and overlaps, interacts,
and strengthen one another without being ranked in a clear
order. The change in violence grows in what could be
described as a continuum, from one form of violence to
another. Moreover, it was repeated daily. However, in
some cases, the change stopped before it became phys-
ical violence. Gender and the position in the family
hierarchy are decisive for which type of violent act
and what form of violence are employed. The emphasis
on male authority means that the father had an array of
violence at his disposal. For the mother, the situation was
different. In families where the father/husband used physical
violence, the interviewees gave accounts of emotional black-
mail that the mother used against them to conciliate between
the daughter and the father.

The concept of respect mirrors the content of the social
bonds between father and daughter and constitutes the nature
and dynamics of coercive control. It also illustrates how the
norms are embodied using emotions as a driving force.
The milder forms of merging actions change but not
necessarily into more severe forms of violence. Even if there
is a temporal aspect, symbolic violence is the most fundamen-
tal kind. This is probably the case because of its invisible and
pervasive nature.

Conclusion

This article has suggested how nonviolent controlling behav-
iors affect young women’s scope for action and pointed to
daughters’ vulnerable situation in a patriarchal family. A topic
that to date has received almost no attention in research, but
primarily as honor-based violence. The results of this study
are a starting point for further research in this area,
highlighting the link between social/cultural norms and
discourses, sometimes legitimated by religious argument,
and forms of coercive control. Employing a coercive
control-based definition in future children/young people
and domestic violence work, and moving beyond the
concept of honor-based violence, would enable us to
develop a deeper understanding of these young people’s
lived experiences and support needs. Using the concepts of
symbolic violence and habitus will also enable us to
develop a deeper understanding of the significance of
the context as well the importance of scrutiny the emotional
dimension in the families.
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