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Abstract
The present study aims to identify and analyze the interpretative repertoires 
on love and intimate relationships used by wife batterers, exploring how 
the repertoires may influence the development and experience of violent 
intimate relationships, and how this is linked to the identity issues. 
Twelve wife batterers participated in the study, answering to an individual 
interview on their lives’ love story. Through a discourse analysis of the 
data, five distinct interpretative repertoires were identified—romantic, 
companion, passionate, pragmatic and game-playing love—and their meaning 
construction was analyzed. It is discussed what repertoires reveal about 
gender roles prescribed by the model of masculinity, and how these gender 
roles constrain the construction of the identity, the personal growth and the 
self-actualization of the batterers.
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Introduction

Several studies indicate that in many cultures violence is perceived as an 
expression and proof of affection (Hayes & Jeffries, 2013; Power, Koch, 
Kralik, & Jackson, 2006; Puente, & Cohen, 2003; Rotimi, 2007) and that 
certain “ideals” of love and relationships legitimize partner abuse (Jackson, 
2001; Hayes & Jeffries, 2013; Leisring, 2013). That means that culturally 
constructed expectations, beliefs, or notions about love influence the way 
violence is interpreted, performed, and emotionally experienced by those 
involved in violent relationships (e.g., Borochowitz & Eisikovits, 2002; 
Towns & Adams, 2000). Most of these studies were influenced by a feminist 
framework of analysis (e.g., Jackson, 2001; Towns & Adams, 2000) and, 
therefore have mainly been centered on the perspective of female victims. 
Although that is something to be expected, given the necessity of giving 
voice to those who have been oppressed, we believe that now is the time to 
understand the viewpoint of the other actors involved in the conflict—namely, 
male aggressors—and the way violence relates to their constructions of inti-
macy and love, and to their views of themselves.

In general, cultural and narrative studies come to show how the discourse 
about love that are available at a given time and in a given cultural setting 
constrain the options that individuals have access to make sense of the vio-
lence, as well as of the relationships in which violence occur. Culture provides 
forms of understanding and meanings about love, to which individuals resort 
to construct the meaning of his “personal” experience of love and violence.

The narrative approaches, mostly based on feminist principles, stand out 
the analysis of this relationship between love and violence in a sociocultural 
perspective, examining critically the expectations, beliefs, or notions of love 
that can sustain and legitimize violent intimate relationships (e.g., 
Borochowitz & Eisikovits, 2002; Hayes & Jeffries, 2013; Towns & Adams, 
2000). However, although they consider the constructive process of love and 
intimate relations, we believe that most of the studies proceed to a reduction-
ist analyses; they use almost exclusively feminist principles, focused on the 
victims, in the patriarchal structure of society, and in the gender biased frame-
work of relations and affectivity. Although this reading represents one of the 
facets of the problem, the challenge is, in our opinion, recognizing the vari-
ability of the phenomenon from the perspective of the various stakeholders: 
not only the victims but also the perpetrators, not only focusing on the dis-
course on violence but, mainly, the discourse on the relational and emotional 
context where it is perpetrated.

In this study, the focus is on violent men in heterosexual relationships 
because those are the most referred in the literature. However, there are few 
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studies from a discursive psychological perspective (e.g., Walker & Goodman, 
2017), and there are no studies that attempt to understand the affective and 
love relationship experience of the male intimate offenders. So, we consider 
the experience of intimate violence under the perpetrator’s point of view, 
given the multiplicity of sociocultural discourses about love that can con-
strain the way in which the perpetrator understands relations, violence, and 
constructs himself as a person. Ultimately, results may indicate clues for 
intervention: recognize and analyze critically with offenders the interpretive 
frameworks about love and intimacy where they have been socialized, allow-
ing its deconstruction, and the possibility to adopt alternative positions to 
those that keeps them on the experience of “loving violently.”

This article aims to characterize the ways offenders make meaning about 
love and intimate relationships, exploring if they spontaneously build the vio-
lent experience in the context of their love story; to analyze if the way they 
speak about love propels some visions about the self, and if it promotes or 
does not promote the use of violence; to found what are the discursive tools 
they use to make sense of their violent experiences and themselves as a per-
son, and how the discursive tools could constrain or promote violent actions.

Methodology

Participants

The present study is part of a larger research project that aims to identify the 
cultural narratives as a meaningful context for love and intimate relationships 
(with people who had violent and nonviolent experiences). Participants in 
this study have a history of perpetration of violence in intimate relationships, 
which was disclosed by them or notified by the legal system.

Specifying, six participants were drawn from the potentially “normative” 
group (without a history of violence) using the snowball sampling to make 
informal contact with a future participant. However, the previously partici-
pants during the interview reported having perpetrated violence in their love 
story. The other six were recruited from the forensic psychological assess-
ment service, referred by the legal system for evaluation of the crime of 
domestic violence.

All participants received information about the study and possible harms/
benefits that they might experience as a result of their participation (e.g., 
emotional activation, possibility of being referred for further intervention if 
this need is identified during the interview), guaranteeing the participant’s 
anonymity. It was also clarified the breach of confidentiality within the limits 
provided in the ethics code of psychologists (risk of physical integrity of the 
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individual’s or others). Participants then signed an informed consent ensuring 
that they were fully aware of the previous information that will be separately 
filled from the interviews.

In addition, any event or aspect that appears in the interview that poten-
tially leads to the identification of the participant was withdrawn.

As shown in Table 1, the group consists of 12 men, whose ages range 
between 16 and 57 years. To obtain a theoretically relevant sample, we 
selected individuals, whose relational history was marked by recurring con-
flict, including physical violence. However, severity and frequency of vio-
lence varies among the participants and none has been charged with threats or 
attempts of murder.

The participants were not diagnosed as suffering from psychopathology or 
mental disabilities and they did not undergo psychotherapeutic interventions. 
To make sure of this, a medical statement was requested indicating the 
absence of psychopathology.

It is possible that some of the participants had never been examined by a 
mental health professional or might have been lying about their mental health 
status. However, it was important to verify during the interview, the partici-
pants’ mental state was not altered in any way that could interfere with their 
reports. In two cases, during the interview, the researcher (psychologist) veri-
fied that the participant’s report was clearly disorganized therefore excluded 
from this study.

Table 1. Participants.

Cases Qualifications Social status Marital status Age Sex

In the 
violent 

relationship

 1 9th grade Low Living together 21 Male Yes
 2 PhD Medium-high Living together 31 Male No
 3 4th grade Medium Married 52 Male Yes
 4 9th grade Low Divorced 46 Male No
 5 4th grade Low Married 46 Male Ambiguous
 6 4th grade Low Married 34 Male Yes
 7 4th grade Medium Divorced 33 Male Ambiguous
 8 Graduate Medium Living together 45 Male Ambiguous
 9 4th grade Medium Married 43 Male Ambiguous
10 12th grade Medium-high Divorced 57 Male No
11 8th grade Low Single 16 Male No
12 12th grade Low Single 17 Male No
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Despite sharing a history of violence, we tried to achieve variety regarding 
the subjects’ current involvement in the violent relationship. Thus, the abu-
sive relationship has ended for five of the subjects (they were left by the 
victim), three are still in it (not considering the possibility of ending the rela-
tionship), and four are in an ambiguous situation (leaving and returning to the 
relationship, while accepting both the possibility of reconciliation or perma-
nent separation). Two of these subjects are temporarily apart from their part-
ners by court order, while the other two, although temporarily not living with 
their partners, maintain close contacts with them. In all cases, at the time of 
data collection, physical violence had ceased (due to the end of the relation-
ship, efforts of reconciliation, or social scrutiny).

It should be noted that the informed consent included a topic in which the 
participants stated having ceased violence and that there no current act of 
violence against the partner/ex-wife was occurring; they were also made 
aware that, if any episode should occur, this would represent a breach of con-
fidentiality implying a formal complaint. Thus, provisions of American 
Psychological Association Ethical Code (American Psychological Association, 
2017) and Portuguese Psychological Association Ethical Code (Ordem dos 
Psicológos Portugues, 2016) were safeguarded, however, confidentiality in 
the contexts of intervention or investigation can be violated when one’s physi-
cal integrity is in danger. Moreover, in Portugal, violence in intimacy is part of 
the crime of domestic violence that is considered a Public Crime (Garcia & 
Castela-Rio, 2014). In the case of a public crime, it means that it is in the pub-
lic interest and that there is an obligation to report it to the proper authorities. 
It is a criminal offense for which judicial or police authorities just need to be 
noticed or a voluntary complaint presented by anyone (not exclusively the 
victim). It should be noted that, with this clause in the informed consent, none 
of the potential participant dropped up or identified any current situation of 
violence.

Instrument and Data Collection

A semistructured interview (“Your life’s love story”), adapted from McAdams 
(2008) “The Life Story Interview,” was carried out with each participant. We 
asked subjects to identify and tell their lives’ love story, focusing all themes of 
the script (summary and chapters, important moments, challenges, possible 
futures, personal values, and beliefs). Despite this structure, questions were 
formulated in a way that allowed the narrative to flow according to the inter-
ests of the participants. The main researcher conducted all interviews and their 
length ranged from 45 minutes to 2 hours. The interviews were audiotaped 
and transcribed verbatim, including hesitations, laughter, inflections, and so 
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on. Before the interview, the participants completed a small sociodemographic 
questionnaire (social class, age, education, marital status/relationship status, 
etc.), with a specific code matching the one of the interview.

Method of Analysis

The identification and analysis of interpretative repertoires was the method-
ological tool chosen to conduct the discursive analysis of the interviews. 
Potter and Wetherell (1987) describe interpretative repertoires as “building 
blocks speakers use for constructing versions of actions, cognitive processes, 
and other phenomena ( . . . ) basically a lexicon or register of terms and meta-
phors drawn upon to characterise and evaluate actions and events” (p. 138). 
In this line, the process analysis was made following some steps:

1. Searching interpretative repertoires: Focusing primarily in the mean-
ing, we attended to the set of terms, metaphors, and other figures of 
speech that subjects used to make sense and characterize their experi-
ence. We identified the main meanings that participants tend to put 
together across their reports and we analyzed how the different par-
ticipants share these means. In this way, we saw the construction pat-
terns in discourse.

2. Along with this process, we identified other themes (and their con-
nection with each repertoire) that individuals referred to tell their love 
story.

3. After this process, we returned to data and, inside each repertoire, we 
also tried to identify the diverse identities (of oneself and others) con-
nected with each repertoire. “Identities” refer to the way people describe 
and place themselves (Antaki, Condor, & Levine, 1996) within and 
across repertoires (Wetherell, 1988). Thus, we focus on the various 
conflicting, changing or problematic identities—that emerge in the 
reports without the researcher’s active imposition (Antaki et al., 1996).

4. Finally, our last level of analysis was to explore and to discuss how 
interpretative repertoires and subject’s positions create or restrain 
alternatives for action for the men in this sample. When subjects con-
struct different versions of love and intimate relationships and placed 
themselves and others within those versions, we looked for under-
standing how this influences (both enabling and constraining) their 
thoughts, feelings, and actions.

Another aspect that is important to mention is the validation of the results, 
and it is not appropriate, in the present study, of a qualitative nature, to adopt 
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the traditional criteria of quantitative investigations (fidelity and validity). 
Therefore, we have taken extra care to ensure the reliability and credibility of 
our results, highlighting, in particular, two procedures: (a) the “dense descrip-
tion” of the meanings identified, with a detailed presentation and their textual 
illustration (as we will see in the description of the results) and (b) two 
researchers did the codification together, reaching the categories and reper-
toires by discussion, negotiation and agreement. A third investigator was 
used for cases of lack of agreement or doubt.

Results

The Ways Offenders Make Meaning About Love and Intimate 
Relationships

To describe and give meaning to their experiences, subjects used five main 
repertoires: “companion love” (40.18%1 of participants’ discourses refer to 
this repertoire), “romantic love” (35.9%), “passionate love” (13.1%), “prag-
matic love” (8.97%), and “game-playing love” (1.84%).

Companion Love Repertoire

C8: Honesty, understanding one another and fellowship. Without it there is no 
love, there is no relation. The two have to try to reach an understanding, they 
have to dialogue. A relationship only makes sense if they understand one 
another and accept each other, understanding and accepting what is good and 
bad in both of them. If a woman does not understand and accept her husband, 
it is because she does not really loves him.

This repertoire expresses the association between love and mutual knowl-
edge, the need for partners to adapt to each other, mutual help, understanding, 
acceptance, and the importance of communication or dialogue.

C1: There must be companionship between both; there must be love and 
understanding.

C9: To get along . . . agreement between the couple.

Sincerity, trust, and honesty emerge as important and essential values

C7: That there is trust.

C8: . . . if there’s no honesty in a relationship, whether in dating or marriage, 
there is . . . no marriage, no dating.
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This repertoire tends to be used at the end of the participants’ narratives, 
when subjects are asked about the values they defend in relationships. 
Therefore, participants make a prescriptive use of this repertoire, in order to 
maintain love and intimate relationships functional and long lasting.

Conflict/violence and infidelity emerge as the main discursive themes. 
Most participants use the fact that partners supposedly tampered with the 
values and expectations included in this repertoire—lack of understanding, 
reciprocity, and openness of the partner, as well as disagreement, misunder-
standing, and communication problems—to legitimize violence:

C3: Sometimes I reacted in a way, for the children’s sake, that she didn’t like 
and everything! She thought it would help and decided to report me for abuse! 
Because I reacted that way! And I just wanted the best for my children! And for 
her!

Infidelity is also constructed as a violation of the values of companion love—
lack of respect, honesty and sincerity—, being used as justification for the 
beginning of conflicts and the adoption of violent behaviors. However, what 
stand out in participants’ reports are the shame and the masculinity wound 
brought up by infidelity. That injury is, in the participants’ discourse, some-
what minimized through the punishment of the partner.

C8: I saw her with another man, right there, kissing! This ends up leaving us 
very, very, very humiliated.

As we can see from the example, when crucial aspects to masculinity are 
damaged (like having a woman who is unfaithful), the participants refer to 
“us,” us man as a social group who was injured in his image—so, violence is 
the strategy to “cleaning” man’s image, social, and culturally legitimated.

Romantic Love Repertoire

C1: When I first met her, I realized that it was the love of my life that would last 
forever. I felt right away that we were getting married and that she would be the 
mother of my children. She was the perfect woman; we were made for each 
other. . . . After some problems appeared, I had some problems, but love 
overcomes everything. And if there is love, everything is overcome and solved. 
If love is true there is nothing and no one that separates a couple.

The romantic love tends to appear earlier in the narrative, as the starting 
point of the stories reported by participants. It reminds the traditional “fairy 
tale script,” combining love with long-lasting and committed relationships. It 
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translates an idealization of the relationship as well as of the partner and the 
expectation of a happy ending.

C9: And all was well, we were very happy. Everything wonderful . . . It’s easy 
to explain: it had love and affection.

The notion of an eternal and true love and the belief on the existence of the 
“right person” emerge associated with this script.

C1: I had found the woman of my life and I felt very happy; C5: If it’s not 
forever than it’s not love.

This repertoire includes two metaphors: (a) “Love will overcome”—par-
ticipants’ narrate forbidden or socially unaccepted romantic relationships, 
these obstacles being defeated by love and the couple’s force.

C10: I was still married . . . I left home and rented alone another house. 
Meanwhile I went after her. I was threatened. Her parents were against.

and the sacrificing love—love is associated with giving up, since personal 
and professional changes are made in order to maintain the relationship.

C9: I left my little daughter and emigrated. With tears in my eyes for leaving 
my daughter and wife, and I went to get us a house. All for her and for love.

There is the expectation of the partner’s voluntary restriction as proof of love:

C2: It is only one true love if you have to make a choice and you choose Me . . . 
if you voluntarily make sacrifices for me, that proves your love for me.

Despite this, all the participants describe a profound disenchantment with 
these romantic ideals, particularly by the effect of dealing with routine and 
daily problems. Participants use these problems as a justification for conflict, 
emphasizing the burden caused by economic problems and family responsi-
bilities, as well as by occupational stress.

C6: The economic part ends up causing a lot of confusion. It often leads people 
to despair. I don’t have work . . . I can’t support family.

To reinforce the idea of disappointment, participants describe their suf-
fering and psychological distress, due to the frustration of their romantic 
dreams
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C5: I suffered a lot with it! I suffered a lot, thinking . . . well, working and 
thinking! I feel miserable about these things,

and to their current disbelief in love and relationships

C2: So, a lot of romanticism . . . about being “forever” and the eternity of things 
. . . was quickly shattered . . . Several characteristics of romanticism that I had 
were destroyed.

In this repertoire, jealousy is an important theme. This emotion is concep-
tualized as a proof of love, at the same time exclusivity is seen as an expres-
sion that this “true love” is mutual

C2: There is only one true love when you have a real choice and you choose me 
. . . Therefore, jealousy in my opinion can only be healthy.

The failure of the partner to correspond to this or to other prescriptions 
is seen as the motive that underlies another important theme—the disen-
chantment of the participants’ romantic ideals, which is used to justify con-
flicts. Given this disappointment, it is not surprising that the main discursive 
theme in this repertoire is separation, something the participants avoid and 
deny

C1: I can’t even imagine! I don’t know what would be the worst . . . I don’t 
know . . . I really . . . maybe breaking up . . . but that . . . I don’t know!).

Passionate Love Repertoire

C10: There was some kind of chemistry that I honestly do not know how to 
explain . . . And it was only for her that I looked. I only thought of her day and 
night. My heart accelerated. It is something that one does not control. Love is 
like this . . . uncontrollable.

The passionate love (13.1%) occurs more sporadically in the participants’ 
reports, being more relevant in the youngsters (cases 11 and 12). It conveys 
the notion that love is a disturbance of the individuals’ normal condition 
(cognitively, emotionally, and physically), characterized by its intensity and 
described as “blind.” Obsession and jealousy are perceived as expressions of 
this form of love:

C2: It’s an exhaustion that I think has to do with being imprisoned in a very 
intense relationship . . . it was magical! With a great chemistry!



Conde et al. 11

Conflict/violence is a predominant theme. Violence is mostly justified 
through the impulsiveness derived from the emotional intensity of love, 
which leads to ownership and jealousy

C11: I always felt that feeling of anger. . . . because I love her so much and I 
wanted her to be just mine. So we had a discussion . . . I began to insult . . . I 
call her XXX.

In this context of extreme passion, violence is also minimized, through a 
discursive strategy that simultaneously describes violence as something neg-
ative and intolerable and emphasizes that the participant has “only” engaged 
in “less severe” acts of aggression

C11: I just grabbed her, shake her, and pushed her. But was more a discussion, 
there was no violence. I had that anger, I was devastated . . . anger.

Pragmatic Love Repertoire

C3: A woman must be a mother, a good educator, a good wife, a . . . an . . . a 
helpmate, of the husband. A good husband . . . I think, at least I think fits into 
this . . . just be a man with rules, be a man with . . . no vices, for example, 
without vices. A good adviser in terms of education, of . . . readiness, of 
organization, of what is really needed. And a good wife . . . look, a good wife 
for me has to be, a good wife for me has to be with . . . tidy, humble, and able 
to care for the house.

The pragmatic love (8.97%) is even less frequent, appearing close to the 
end of narratives. It refers to a realistic and rational love sustained by the 
perceived advantages of the relationship and desirable attributes of the part-
ner. It integrates a flexible conception of relationships incorporating notions 
of instability and unpredictability

C1: There is not “a right” woman! Because I can never say that M. is mine. She 
can be mine today but she cannot tomorrow . . .,

as well as a conception of love as a rational choice

C8: People have to know how to choose. When we choose one thing and we’re 
wrong we can change again. A person has to choose! It’s the same in love.

This repertoire integrates learning, insight, and maturity due to bad romantic 
experiences
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C11: The relationship ended there, and for me sometimes it makes me open my 
eyes to relationships. It makes me think if I should get involved with someone 
or not. I need to know the person very well first.

This is almost an economic model of love, in which the advantages and 
disadvantages of the relationship are considered, taking into account a set 
of personal rights the relationship must preserve (e.g., personal freedom) 
and a desired set of attributes the partner must bring to the relationship 
(e.g., being a good mother, a good wife, a source of help). This repertoire 
is, at several moments, used to make a contrast and mark the distance of 
the subject from other repertoires. It is used in the present or as a projec-
tion of the future, conveying an image of insight, learning and “loss of 
innocence.”

Violence is not conceptualized in this repertoire, being just used to give 
meaning to separation, emerging only in participants that are not in the 
violent relationship. Here separation is evaluated as the best option and 
participants focus on the benefits it brought to them. This strategy allows 
participants to accept the separation and to keep emotional distance toward 
the partner

C4: The best time of my life is now! I feel free! She kept wasting money and 
sometimes we argued! Now everything’s ok.

Game-Playing Love Repertoire

C4: I did not stop with any one for a long time. I was young and I got married 
in my twenties. Up till then, I would hang around with one or two girls but with 
no commitment what so over ( . . . ) I had several girlfriends… there are 
different styles! There are personal tastes for everything. Of course I had, I’ve 
had several girlfriends! You know how it is, at that time . . . you have one here 
and another there!

The game-playing love repertoire (1.84%) is the least frequent. It con-
ceives relationships as a game, involving low emotional investment and the 
absence of commitment. They are described as brief and occasional sexual 
conquests whose objective is just to seize the moment and to postpone com-
mitment. In fact, participants conceptualize these relationships as “non-love,” 
as the opposite of the “true” love described by the romantic repertoire

C1: My advice is to enjoy life as long as possible. To get married at 40! Because 
I’m 21 and, with my age, it’s obvious that I still liked going out, being with my 
friends, going to the disco . . .
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The Way Offenders Speak About Love and Violence 
Legitimization—How They Do It

Companion and passionate love repertoires are those who most legitimate 
violence in intimate relationships, because the majority of references that 
justify violence belong to these two specific repertoires.

In companion love, participants consider quarrels normal, as a part of the 
process of mutual understanding and conflict resolution. So, in this context, 
they devaluate the verbal abuse that discussions frequently bring about, and 
physical violence is undervalued or reinterpreted.

C9: There was a time when we quarreled, which was normal; C6: I admit that 
often, given her issues, I was a bit aggressive! Physically . . . I lost control. 
Well, I never harmed her a lot too . . . And it was just once or twice.

Another discursive strategy that minimizes violence is its description as a 
response to the partner’s provocations. In a society where women are under-
stood as passive, nonaggressive caretakers, a discourse that describes women 
differently may contribute to a less asymmetric image of the violent situation, 
where participants can describe themselves as “disciplinarians,” and not as 
“batterers.”

C4: She raised her voice and I hit her immediately. She wanted to hit me, and I 
hit her even more. She does not have education and she needed to learn.

Furthermore, when partners leave (or try to leave) the relationship, adult 
participants describe this as a form of entrapment, revenge or retaliation, 
once again a betrayal of the values held by the companion love repertoire. 
This idea allows participants to place themselves as victims, describing the 
partners as manipulative villains, and to minimize the severity of violence 
when compared with their partners’ “manipulation.”

C10: I started to notice something was different. But she never said anything; I 
waited to see what was coming. And this is it! Because everything was a trap 
made by her.

The concepts of equality and sharing that are fundamental to the compan-
ion love repertoire are also used to create an image of symmetry and parity in 
the relationship. This image allows, once again, to minimize violence 
(because there is no power imbalance) and to strengthen the narrative of part-
ners’ ingratitude. The emphasis on ingratitude arises through the comparison 
of the participant’s and other men’s behavior
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C3: My wife has always been free to do anything! Believe me, this is true; I 
never hid my money from my wife . . . I have colleagues who do that. I always 
tried to be the best possible husband.

In contrast to those notions of provocation and ingratitude, participants 
convey an image of effort and investment in the relationship, as prescribed by 
the companion love repertoire:

C6: I made everything for her. I help her. She does not understand that I was 
tired. She attempted to run and to complain when I had beat her one night.

Finally, when participants are faced with the impossibility of denying vio-
lence any longer, they try to demonstrate some insight on the issue, convey-
ing self-criticism, change, and regret

C3: If I could go back, I’d change a lot of what happened, but there’s no chance. 
But I’ve learned from mistakes, a lot. And maybe before I didn’t even realize.

Passionate love is mostly used to excuse man for their violent behavior, 
legitimating violence through the emotional intensity of love (passion and 
impulsiveness).

C2: Love was too much, feelings are so intense that you can’t control them, and 
you became physically aggressive. I lost control and I beat her.

As one can verify, the report regarding violence are linked either to com-
panion love repertoire or to passionate love. Curiously, violence is not directly 
addressed in romantic love repertoire—probably because his violent behav-
ior against partner does not match with the “romantic” hero ideal and does 
not fit in with “romantic” expectations and norms about men. However, the 
disenchantment of the participants’ romantic ideals about their partner and 
relationship is used to justify conflicts.

Pragmatic love is the one where violence does not have location in offend-
er’s discourse. In contrast, this repertoire is used to recognize the disturbance 
and disadvantages in the violent relationship and helps offenders achieve 
some emotional detachment from their partner and accept the to give an end 
to relationship.
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What Are the Discursive Tools That Offenders Use to Make 
Sense or Integrate Their Violent Experiences in the Self, and 
How These Tools Constrain or Promote Their Actions

We found that, in the context of their interpretative repertoires, participants 
concentrate on a range of love notions and specific themes that helps them 
structure and give coherence to their violent experiences.

Conflict emerges as the predominant discursive theme on the participant’s 
discourse, showing their necessity to integrate violence in their history and 
their efforts to preserve a positive image of themselves and to the world. 
Therefore, conflict is described as something bad but as something that par-
ticipants could not avoid, given the partners’ faults and their disillusionment 
with companion and romantic love ideals. In particular, infidelity is addressed 
as the utmost attack to romantic and companion love ideals and jealousy, 
described as the main reason for conflict, being justified by romantic notions 
of fusion and belonging or as the consequence of the intensity of passion.

Given this, separation is also a pervasive theme in the participants’ dis-
course, being described as a rupture of romantic ideals (romantic love reper-
toire), an experience of intense pain (passionate love). Separation is address 
both to those participants who have been abandoned and to those that some-
how the relationship. While the firsts try to explain the reasons for separation 
in order to exonerate their fault and makes effort to reconceptualize it as 
something positive through a pragmatic love repertoire, those who remain in 
the relationship or that are in an ambiguous situation, describe it as something 
to keep on avoiding and emphasize their efforts in this sense, mainly using a 
companion love discourse on commitment.

While articulating repertoires and discursive themes, subjects create and 
recreate their identities and construct their (and others) positions in the rela-
tional world (Gergen, 1997). This means that participants define themselves 
as husbands, partners, and lovers, often by comparison with others. The main 
others used in this process sometimes are other male batterers, but most of the 
times men define themselves in contrast with their wives (both the “real” 
woman “discovered” after the conflict and the “ideal” woman they desired).

When participants characterize themselves in comparison with other men, 
they invoke the image of what they describe as “bad” men, those who do not 
fulfill their duties and that (unlike themselves) abuse women without reason. 
This is easily observed when we look into the strategies of comparison and 
minimization of violence used in the companion love repertoire. These are 
“bad” partners not only because they do not meet the social expectations on 
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their role as husbands, but also because their wives are “good,” according to 
this repertoire: understanding, tolerant, helpful, honest, and faithful. What’s 
more, these other men are “bad” because (also unlike the participants) they 
have not faced circumstances in life that frustrated their romantic dreams 
(romantic love repertoire).

The comparison with these “bad” partners, together with the negative 
characterization of their own wives or girlfriends, are the main discursive 
strategies used by the participants to justify their violent behavior (compan-
ion love repertoire) or the decline of the relationship (the disappointment 
with the romantic love ideal), while preserving a positive identity.

This discourse arises from the cultural context that constructs what means 
“to be a man” and “to be a woman,” influencing men’s actions and attitudes 
in their intimate relationship. As we saw, the repertoires carry on different 
expectations about man and woman, revealing the gendered nature and the 
asymmetry in intimate relationships, and making easy the association 
between love and violence.

So, repertoires about love and their articulation with the specific themes 
(that carry on gendered expectations and norms) constitute discursive tools 
that they use to make sense of their intimacy experiences—which endorse 
their actions and could constrain some relational behaviors and promote oth-
ers. The explanations described above show how some love meanings (e.g., 
intense emotion, true and one love, exclusivity, understanding) associated to 
specific issues (e.g., infidelity, life difficulties, disagreement) could promote 
and reinforce violent behaviors.

Making a transversal analysis, we conclude that participants discursively 
recognize violent behaviors under shared social and cultural meanings that 
“prescribe” or “allowed” conflict and violence in some situations:

•• Conflict is “allowed” in the context of a difficult life, which destroys 
dreams and romantic ideals (romantic love).

•• Violence is “allowed” or deserves less social disapproval when the 
partner does not have characteristics traditionally valued in women, 
related to the idealized feminine identity (passive, understanding, sub-
missive) (companion love).

•• Violence is “allowed” when the woman is unfaithful (romantic and 
companion love)

•• Violence is “allowed” when love is too intense to be controlled (pas-
sionate love).



Conde et al. 17

Discussion

Romantic Love Is Most Prevalent but Companionate Love Is the 
Repertoire That Supports Violence More

We noticed that the romantic love repertoire is strongly shared by all partici-
pants, confirming the power and pervasiveness of romantic meanings, spe-
cifically in the beginning of the relationships and in the projection for future 
(happy ending). However, it appears that companion love assumes more rel-
evance to justify the maintenance of violence, as well to justify staying or 
trying to recover the relationship. The following quotations clearly illustrate 
speech associations, exemplifying how the notion of dialogue, mutual help, 
and comprehension may be used to maintain or recover the relationship.

C5: The problem was we both thought differently. And for her to understand 
me, sometimes I was “rough” . . . let’s say . . . violent. But if she can think as I 
do, through my head, it may still be that we can understand each other. We just 
need to dialogue so that everything can be resolved, to understand each other. 
Above all, fellowship and mutual help.

C6: I think we understand each other . . . We had those fights, sometimes 
violent ones, but we always end making up. We are companions. Even with 
discussions, we have to try to understand each other, to understand, to accept. 
Because love is this. Even when one is more violent, if the other understands, 
if there is dialogue, things will be resolved.

We think that this is related to the culturally shared construction that the con-
tinuity of relationships is achieved through the prescriptions of companion love 
(understanding, comprehension, persist in relationships until achieve “agree-
ment”). Thus, our findings show that companion love seems to be the repertoire 
that best facilitates subjects’ reasoning to justify/minimize violence, followed by 
passionate love (high emotional intensity) and romantic love (disappointment).

From our analysis, we also find that none of the participants use game-
playing love and pragmatic love to give meaning to conflict/violence. We 
believe that game-playing is not used because it is considered as almost non-
love, and participants express the cultural belief that there is no room for 
violence in contexts without affection. For other hand, pragmatic love con-
veys a more calculated and rational perspective of the relationship, appearing 
to be more incompatible with the perpetration of violence (violence has been 
conceptualized in the participants’ discourses as being beyond their responsi-
bility, resulting from other factors).
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So, pragmatic love repertoire seems to be the repertoire where love and 
violence are less combined and could constitute an alternative meaning mak-
ing tool that do not equate love with violence—and, if worked and reinforced, 
could restrict violence and could promote that offenders leave or change the 
experience of “loving violently.” It is mainly used to conceptualize the sepa-
ration, facilitating the recognition that it is better not to have a partner than 
being in an unsatisfactory relationship. Beyond this use, this repertoire may 
bring important resources for the conceptualization of other dimensions of 
the relationship, as it conveys more flexible meanings about love and incor-
porates personal satisfaction as a vital dimension to attend. The further devel-
opment of this repertoire—namely through psychological interventions—may 
be relevant for batterers (and also for victims).

Hegemonic Construction of Male Identity and the Need to 
Rebuild an Alternative Self

The cultural constructions about what it means “to be a man” cannot be 
neglected, because they have some influence in the constructions of love and 
intimacy. We cannot ignore the gendered nature (Fraser, 2005) of the identi-
fied repertoires, which represent intimate relationships as naturally asymmet-
ric, therefore reinforcing and legitimizing the association between love and 
violence (Jackson, 2001). Similar to what the research reveals about female 
victims, the batterers’ narratives incorporate traditional gender discourses 
prescribing dominance and aggression in their intimate relationships, espe-
cially when they feel their “masculinity” threatened—when are unable to 
assure economic stability, when they are betrayed, or when their authority is 
in danger.

In the hegemonic masculinity of heterosexual intimate relationships, is 
traditionally the man who hold more economic power and authority, is the 
man who betrays, is the man who ends the relationship, and not otherwise. 
When the love relationship is in danger or they fear its loss, this is experi-
enced as having failed as men, putting their “masculine” self and social image 
in question. Violence is the way that helps them maintain their masculine 
identity, the ideal of manhood.

In this context, we consider essential to intervene with batterers and, at a 
preventive level, to culturally deconstruct this hegemonic representation of 
masculinity, conveying alternative identity constructions (Connell & 
Messerschmidt, 2005; Hearn, 2004). Hegemonic masculinity prescribes an 
ideal of masculinity, but this ideal is cultural and socially constructed (Peralta, 
Tuttle, & Steele, 2010), and it is not inside the person. Those aspects of 
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masculine construction could be identified, deconstructed and rebuilt. 
Increasing individuals’ awareness to the constraints imposed by traditional 
discourses about what it means “to be a man” in an intimate relationship 
would encourage them to take a critical perspective, making relational change 
possible (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005; Wetherell & Edley, 1999). In a 
humanistic manner, the main goal in psychotherapy is encouraging personal 
growth: The psychotherapy must support self-exploration, create conditions 
to rebuild meanings, and create new meanings in order to develop new behav-
iors and new strategies to solve problems and conflicts (Raban-Motounu, 
2014).

There is a multiplicity of cultural resources available to make sense of 
love and intimacy, and their association with violence legitimization is more 
complex than the literature usually assumes. Research on women has empha-
sized the role of romantic and passionate love on the combination love/vio-
lence (Fraser, 2005; Jackson, 2001). However, as we saw, in male discourses, 
companion love (and its “corruption”) is most often used to legitimize vio-
lence, contributing for men to maintain (or try to keep) abusive relationships. 
So, it is important to deconstruct “companion” meanings in intervention 
(more than romantic).

Finally, it is important in intervention with offenders going beyond the 
therapeutic cognitive-behavioral traditional models and not just a change in 
beliefs and behaviors. It is essential to promote the personal growth and the 
self-actualization: explore their love narratives to identify the gender roles 
prescribed by the hegemonic model of masculine identity and deconstructed 
how these gender roles and hegemonic model constrain and oppress their 
relationships and life. Adapting Adame’s (2014) words about mental ill-
ness, as well as with regard to offenders, it is necessary not to stigmatize or 
see them as different or “sick”—they reveal the models prescribed by our 
society and culture, and it is necessary to give voice to alternative identity 
constructions.
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Note

1. The percentages were obtained by the following procedure: considering all the 
interviews, the entire report related to love (the five repertoires) was grouped and 
the Nvivo software calculated the percentage that each of the repertories assumes 
in comparison to others. The values were calculated automatically, using the tool 
“matrix comparing coding” of the Nvivo, considering the dimension/prevalence 
that each repertoire assumes in the speech when the participants expresses their 
ideas on love (and not the number of participants, words, or time).
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