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Violence against Women: Historical and Comparative Perspectives. 
A joint work shop of the Hum boldt Found ation Anne liese Maier 
Award and the German Histor ical In sti tute London, held at the GHIL, 
14–16 July 2022. Con veners: Chris tina von Hoden berg and Jane Free
land (GHIL), Sylvia Walby (City, Uni versity of London), and Karen 
Shire (Uni versity of DuisburgEssen).

This interdisciplinary conference brought historians and social scien
tists to gether to ex plore genderbased vio lence and its vari ations 
over time and place through the twen tieth and twentyfirst cen turies. 
A par ticu lar focus was on Brit ish and German con texts, with many 
papers add ing com pari sons with other nations, and add itional con tri
butions ad dressed Spain, France, Ghana, Japan, and Mexico. Bridg ing 
macro and microlevel ana lyses, the con ference ex plored the relation
ship be tween changes in gen dered vio lence and the develop ment of 
vari ations in gender regimes. It also asked about strat egies of femin
ist resist ance, either work ing auton omously or in alli ance with other 
forces. Papers were de livered on the con ceptual ization of and relation
ship be tween gender regimes and vio lence, how sexual vio lence was 
made (in)visible and re spond ed to in postconflict con texts, the role 
of gen dered vio lence in statemaking and the govern ance of vio lence 
through gender regimes, the role of femin ist strat egies and strug gles in 
chal lenging vio lence, gen dered vio lence in the legal system and law
making, and com para tive global per spectives on sexual vio lence and 
in justice.

Sylvia Walby’s opening keynote lecture posed four key chal lenges 
for ap proaches to gen dered vio lence: the theory of gender regimes, 
the con cept of vio lence, their vari ations across differ ent con texts, and 
the role of femin ist strat egies of resist ance. She argued that a shared 
lan guage and con ceptual frame work needed to be de veloped in 
order to both re search and reduce gen dered vio lence across di verse 
con texts. In Walby’s macrolevel theory of ‘do  mestic’ (pre modern) 
and ‘public’ (modern) gender regimes, these vary historic ally and 
geo graphically across the four in sti tutional domains of the polity, 
econ omy, civil society, and vio lence. ‘Public’ gender regimes can be 
fur ther differ en tiated into neo liberal and social demo cratic regimes. 
Walby thus pos itioned vio lence not merely as a tool of power but as 
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an in sti tutional domain in itself. To facili tate inter disciplin ary and 
com para tive re search on vio lence, she pro posed a shared con ceptual
ization of inter personal and inter group phys ical vio lence as dis tinct 
from wider forms of exploit ation and in justice. She also asked what 
role femin ist move ments have played in shift ing gender and vio lence 
regimes, and in par ticu lar whether strat egies for re ducing gen dered 
vio lence have been more success ful through women’s auton omous 
move ments or through coalitionbuilding.

The first session addressed national, religious, and sociopolitical 
framings of sexual and intimatepartner vio lence in postconflict and 
postcolonial con flict con texts in Ger many, Spain, and Ghana in the 
twen tieth cen tury. AnneLaure Briatte (Sor bonne Uni versity) ana
lysed tri bunal and clergy records of sexual vio lence per petrated by 
French forces in occu pied Ger many in 1945 and ex plored the shaming 
of vic tims of sexual vio lence. Such vio lence was framed through 
victimblaming narra tives which iden tified the nation, not indi vidual 
women, as the victim of these crimes in the con text of a re shift ing of 
the (West) German gender regime. Miguel Alonso Ibarra (UNED) also 
ex plored changing gender regimes in authori tarian con texts, focus ing 
on sexual vio lence and women’s sur vival strat egies in Franco ist Spain, 
where by the regu lation of vio lence shifted from rape as a weapon of 
war to sexual vio lence as a re pres sive mech anism of social control in 
the new na tional polit ical environ ment. The re assertion of a do mestic 
gender regime within a militar ized and authori tarian setting saw fas
cist mascu lin ities and femin ized do mest icity de ployed in tri bunal 
judge ments of vic tims and per petrators. Gender regimes in tran
sition were also ad dressed through Stephen Baffour Adjei’s (Akenten 
AppiahMenka Uni versity) pro posed con ceptual frame work for 
under stand ing the role of masculin ities and com munal person hood 
in intimatepartner vio lence in Ghana. Adjei com pared pre and 
postcolonial set tings and em phasized the roles of re ligion and cul
tural norms in how the dia logue be tween masculin ity and com munal 
person hood justi fied, in cited, re strained, or con demned gendered 
violence.

The second session explored processes of statemaking and impli
cations of policy changes for gen dered vio lence, focus ing on Brit ain’s 
eco nomic and border regimes since the mid twen tieth cen tury. Michele 
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Lloyd (in depend ent) ana lysed the impli cations of neo liberal and social 
demo cratic wel fare regimes after 1945 for how gen dered vio lence was 
regu lated through gen dered policy reforms, new models of femin in
ity, and the build ing and re strict ing of sup port ser vices for vic tims. 
Con trast ing the postwar emer gence of a social demo cratic gender and 
wel fare regime with the in creas ing en trench ment of a neo liberal gender 
regime under Thatcher and beyond, Lloyd demon strated the signifi
cance of gender regimes for state ap proaches to gen dered vio lence 
through co ercive and pro gres sive strat egies. Turn ing to more recent 
his tory, Hannah Manzur (City, Uni versity of London) exam ined the 
impact of ‘auster ity’ and ‘hos tile environ ment’ pol icies as gender, eco
nomic, and border regimes on the govern ance of vio lence in the UK 
in the early twentyfirst cen tury. Using a quantita tive ana lysis of vio
lence preva lence at the inter section of gender and mi grant status and 
re position ing the ‘border’ as an in sti tutional subdomain, she showed 
how neo liberal ized gen dered eco nomic regimes and hard ened gen
dered border regimes have under mined efforts to reduce in equal ities 
and vio lence in the United Kingdom.

The papers in session three mapped the develop ment of femin
ist strug gles through Euro pean and global com para tive stud ies, 
investi gating prac tices of legis lative change and femin ist debates on 
strat egies to tackle gen dered vio lence. Cath erine Davies (Uni versity 
of Zurich) ex plored the pol itics of coalitionbuilding within the West 
German antirape move ment in the 1980s, focus ing specific ally on pro
gres sive femin ist de bates on the role of the state in re ducing vio lence 
and in equal ities. The in ternal de bates and ten sions around lower ing 
the mini mum sen tence for mar ital rape were under pinned by deeper 
ideo logical stances on whether the co ercive power of the state should 
be used to pro tect women from sexual vio lence. Ana María Miranda 
Mora (Na tional Auton omous Uni versity of Mexico) com pared Mexico 
and Ger many in regard to the histor ical and trans national mani fest
ations of femi cide. She point ed to the differ ent na tional and poli tical 
framings of gender and vio lence and their inter sections with mul tiple 
in equal ities. In chal lenging the essential ization and femin ization of 
vio lence, she crit iqued the hetero normative and racial ized coding of 
women as previctims and men as preperpetrators by con trast ing 
femin ist strug gles to criminal ize and mobil ize against femi cide. In the 
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next paper, Julia Spohr (Univ ersity of Kassel) at tempt ed a his tori ciza
tion of the #MeToo move ment, com par ing its senti ments and de bates 
with two stateorganized con ferences in West Ger many and France 
during the 1970s. 

Strategies to tackle gendered violence often entail vary ing forms 
of legis lative change. Session four ad dressed the role of the legal 
system and lawmaking in regu lating vio lence, from do mestic abuse 
in div orce courts to crossnational frame works of sexual exploit ation 
regu lations. Jane Free land exam ined how do mestic vio lence was ad
dressed in div orce cases in East German family courts in the 1970s 
and 1980s. She pos itioned do mestic vio lence at the bound ary of the 
per sonal and the polit ical in the con text of social ist ideals and shift ing 
gender regimes. Social ist ideals of masculin ities, feminin ities, and the 
family inter twined with legal reforms regard ing do mestic vio lence, 
yet met with grow ing chal lenges as a result of their in consist encies 
with the every day real ities of life in the GDR. Next, Ginger Frost 
(Sam ford Uni versity) investi gated refer ences to do mestic vio lence in 
Brit ish div orce cases in volving inter racial couples in the early twen
tieth cen tury. She stressed how inter sections of race and gender were 
used to judge both vic tims and perpet rators in the magis trates’ courts. 
Gen dered, racial ized, and classbased dis courses of shame, moral ity, 
and bar barity were em bed ded in legal prac tices and sen sation al ized 
in the mass media. In con trast to these microlevel ana lyses of court 
cases, Karen Shire and Sylvia Walby then dis cussed a macrolevel 
frame work for under stand ing the regu lation of sexual exploit ation 
across histor ical vari ations of na tional gender regimes. They focused 
on prosti tution, but side stepped the polar ized debate on whether 
this counts as gen dered vio lence or work. Asking which of its com
ponents were criminal ized and what policy areas and in sti tutions 
were in volved in its regu lation, they pro posed a model for re lating 
prosti tution to dis tinct ive gender regimes.

Session five engaged with gendered violence in conflict set tings and 
its lega cies. Juli ane Röleke (HumboldtUniversität zu Berlin) looked 
at the activ ism of North ern Irish ‘peace women’ during the Troubles 
in the 1970s and 1980s, and its re ception by West Ger man femin ists. 
She high light ed prac tices of scandal izing state vio lence against women 
and the ten sions be tween the statefriendly, con servative, maternal ist 
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ap proaches of the peace women and the antiimperialistic, statecritical 
ap proaches of repub lican women. Regina Mühl häuser (Ham burg 
Foun dation for the Advance ment of Sci ence and Cul ture) ex plored 
the gen dered silences, voices, and (in)visibilities of sexual vio lence 
in areas con quered by the German and Japan ese armies during the 
Second World War. She en gaged with the ways in which femin ist 
activ ists, victim–survivors, perpet rators, and polit ical actors navi
gated, chal lenged, or en trenched these silences. She also ad dressed 
how know ledge of sexual vio lence was pro duced, dis puted, and used 
in collect ive hier archies of victim hood, and was always depend ent on 
the di ver sity and speci ficities of sexual vio lence in na tional con texts 
of war and violence.

In her keynote, ‘(In)Justice: Global Reflections on Sexual Vio lence’, 
Joanna Bourke (Birk beck, Uni versity of London) em phasized the di
ver sity of sexual vio lence in war and peace around the globe. Bourke 
ad dressed mul tiple con ceptual and empir ical chal lenges: how can 
we define and quan tify sexual vio lence in a way that ac counts for its 
breadth, depth, and di ver sity, with out under mining its speci ficity? 
How can we re centre vic tims’ voices and ex peri ences while account
ing for their di ver sity, complex ities, and vulnera bil ities? Strat egies for 
re ducing vio lence vary in their suc cess over time and across coun
tries, but each offer in sights into new solu tions. Bourke pro posed four 
key tenets for under stand ing and ad dress ing sexual vio lence, nestled 
in the con cept of trans versal ism: that voices and re sources should be 
given to activ ists at the local level; that jus tice should be locally rele
vant, cultur ally vari able, and in clusive of men and boys; that polit ical 
at tempts to ad dress sexual vio lence must begin with cis gender men; 
and that we should not apply White, Anglospherecentred models of 
femin ism to all com munities.

In the final discussion, Christina von Hoden berg summar ized 
areas of con sensus and con test ation, draw ing on the depth of dis
cussion through out the con ference. On the one hand, she en couraged 
histor ians to at tempt macrolevel narra tives more often, and to enable 
tem poral and spatial com pari son by intro ducing more clearly de fined 
social science terms such as ‘gender regime’ and ‘vio lence’. On the other 
hand, she sug gest ed social scien tists could engage more deeply with 
longer histor ical tra jectories, the over lap ping layers of tem poral ities 
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at any given moment, and the lan guages and per spectives avail able 
to con temporary histor ical actors. There was con sensus among con
ference partici pants about the relation ship be tween rising in equal ities 
and in creased vio lence, and also the product iv ity of inter sectional per
spectives. The racial ization of male perpet rators, the role of class and 
pov erty in making groups vul nerable to vio lence, and the silenc ing 
and ex clusion of mul tiply marginal ized vic tims of gen dered vio lence 
were common to many of the papers pre sent ed. It was also agreed 
that the con cept of ‘family’ could be detri mental to the under stand ing 
of di verse forms of social and famil ial struc tures in re lation to gender 
regimes, even more so as the term has historic ally been used to jus
tify per mis sive or victimblaming ap proaches to do mestic and sexual 
vio lence. A further recur rent theme of the con ference were prac tices 
of silencing and speak ing out, and the con ditions under which vic
tims could com muni cate either in pri vate or public settings. In this 
regard, von Hoden berg also linked changing gender regimes to 
modern ity’s pro cesses of media tization and the scien tization of the 
social. She point ed to the role of media (both mass media and femin
ist countermedia) as well as experts (such as social workers, doc tors, 
bureau crats, and scien tists) in de fining, de bating, re ducing, and per
secuting gen  dered violence.

Throughout the conference, participants engaged with the ques tion 
of how to under stand vio lence in gender regimes under authori tarian 
con ditions, such as colo nial rule, armed con flict, dictator ships, and 
occu pied terri tories. The sug gestion was made to con sider the intro
duction of an ‘authori tarian’ regime type into Walby’s frame work in 
order to em phasize situ ations of legal un certainty. It was also dis
cussed whether there was a need to differ en tiate even more be tween 
differ ent vari ants of modern ity, or be tween do mestic gender regimes 
in pre modern, early modern, and modern con texts. An other thread 
run ning through out the con ference was the role of agency and resist
ance in the face of struc tures of in equal ity. Success ful chal lenges to 
the in visibil ity and in evitabil ity of gen dered vio lence were pos sible, it 
was agreed, but histor ical differ ences per sist ed in regard to the role of 
the state, co alitions and alliances formed around inter sect ing in equal
ities, and the strat egies and mech anisms for tackling vio lence through 
femin ist activ ism. In the final dis cussion, the need for the further 
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in clusion of LGBTQI+, nonEurocentric, and alter native femin ist per
spectives and stud ies was noted.

Taken together, sociological perspectives offered macrolevel 
struc tural frame works for under stand ing what vio lence and gender 
regimes mean, and how they func tion in sys tems of mul tiple in equal
ities. In con trast, histor ical per spectives con centrated on meso and 
microlevel ana lyses of cases of vio lence rooted in par ticu lar histor
ical periods, geo graphical sites, and gender regimes. In bridg ing these 
disciplin ary per spectives, this con ference laid the ground for future 
spatial and tem poral com parisons of vari ations in gender regimes 
and gen dered violence, and an inter disciplin ary dia logue about ways 
of counter ing both the preva lence, in visibil ity, and por trayed in evit
ability of gendered violence. 

HannaH manzur (City, University of London)
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