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Chapter 9

Coming to Terms with Violence

and Resistance

From a Language of Effects to a Language
of Responses

NicK TopD AND ALLAN WADE WITH CONVERSATIONAL
PARTNER MARTINE RENOUX

Therapists have a direct interest in the judicious use of language and regularly grap-
ple with the question of “which words should be fitted to which deeds” (Danet,
1980, p. 189). This question is particularly important where there is violence be-
cause both perpetrators and victims tend to misrepresent themselves (Scott, 1990).
Perpetrators use language strategically in combination with physical or authority-
based power to isolate and threaten the victim, manipulate public appearances,
and avoid responsibility. Victims use language tactically’ to express or conceal
their resistance, evade the violence, avoid negative social judgments, and retain
maximum control of their circumstances.

Misrepresentation of victims and offenders is widespread, if inadvertent, in the
clinical literature as well. Although resistance to violence is ubiquitous (Burstow,
1992; Campbell, Rose, Kub, & Nedd, 1998; Epston, 1989; Goffman, 1961; Kelly,
1988; Lempert, 1996; Maisel, 1996; Wade, 1997, 2000; Zemsky, 1991), victims
are typically represented as socially conditioned and passive recipients of abuse
(Campbell et. al., 1998; Coates & Wade, 2002; Kelly, 1988; Ridley, 1999; Wade,

1 Following Michel de Certeau (1984), we make a distinction between strategies, which involve planning
and presume a base from which to operate, and tactics, which are improvised “on the run”, so to speak,
without the benefit of a secure base.
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2000). And while violent behaviour is deliberate, as illustrated by perpetrators’
strategic efforts to suppress victims’ resistance, it is typically represented as an
effect of social or psychological forces that overwhelm the perpetrator, cause him
to lose control, and compel him to perform violent acts (Todd, 2000).

In this chapter we present a response-based approach to therapy with victims
of violence that stems in part from a micro-analysis of the actions of victims and
perpetrators of violence and a critical analysis of the connection between viclence
and language (Coates, Todd, & Wade; 2000; Coates & Wade, 2002). In the first
part of the paper we examine four types of discursive operations that appear
frequently in professional and public accounts of violence, with special attention
to the distinction between the language of effects and the language of responses. We
propose that the language of effects misrepresents victims’ responses and conceals
victims’ resistance to violence. In the second part we present two case examples to
illustrate key aspects of the response-based approach to therapeutic interviewing.

FOUR DISCURSIVE OPERATIONS

In professional, academic, and public discourse language is frequently used
in a manmner that (a) conceals violence, (b) obscures and mitigates perpetrators’ re-
sponsibility, (c) conceals victims’ resistance, and (d) blames or pathologizes victims
(Coates, Todd & Wade, 2000; Coates & Wade, 2002). These discursive operations
are set in motion by a wide variety of linguistic devices: metaphors (e.g., cause-
effect and psycho-hydraulic explanations), terms (e.g., mutualizing and eroticizing
vocabulary), grammatical forms (e.g., passive and agentless constructions, nom-
inalizations), stereotypical accounts (e.g., the passive victim, the out-of-control
offender), and figures of speech (e.g., euphemisms) (Coates & Wade, 2002). In use,
these operations are functionally linked: Accounts that conceal violence also mit-
igate the perpetrator’s responsibility, conceal the victim’ resistance, and blame or
pathologize the victim. To illustrate how these four operations are combined in use,
we examine two passages; the first by Miles Davis (Davis & Troupe, 1990), the sec-
ond by Judith Herman (1997), an acknowledged expert in the treatment of trauma.

Example 1:

In the following passage, Miles Davis describes the first of his assaults on his
then wife, Frances.

1loved Frances so much that for the first time in my life I found myself jealous.
I remember 1 hit her once when she came home and told me some shit about
Quincy Jones being handsome. Before I realized what had happened, I had
knocked her down .. ..Itold her not to ever mention Quincy Jones’ name to
me again, and she never did . ... Every time I hit her, I felt bad because a lot
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of it really wasn't her fault but had to do with me being temperamental and
jealous. I mean, 1 never thought I was jealous until I was with Frances. Before,
I didn't care what a woman did; it didn't matter to me because I was so into
my music. Now it did and it was something that was new for me, hard for me
to understand. (Davis & Troupe, 1990, p. 228)

Davis uses all four discursive operations to conceal the real nature of his
violent behaviour and mitigate his responsibility. He portrays his violent behaviour
as an effect of overwhelming psychological forces—the jealousy that arose from
his love for Frances—that caused him to lose control. In effect, Davis suggests
that his violent behaviour was caused by love. In this way, Davis implies that his
behaviour, no matter how destructive, was ultimately positively motivated. This
portrayal also implies that his behaviour was inadvertent rather than deliberate,
since people normally do not purposely hurt people they love. The claims that
he “found” himself jealous, knocked her down “before {he] realized what had
happened”, and found his “new” feelings “hard to understand” further deny any
deliberation on his part.

Martine Renoux: This raises the interesting and fundamental point of how we are to
understand the origins or causes of violent behaviour. Often I am asked: “Why did
he treat me like this?” Victims are shocked and mystified; they have no ready way of
understanding the reasons for the behaviour of the perpetrators. As a psychologist it
is very difficult to come up with an answer, which does not mitigate the responsibility
of the perpetrators. If I say, I understand why you are crying” I am saying that
you have good reasons for crying. If I say, I understand why you attacked her” I
am saying you have good reasons for attacking her. So I cultivate a position of NOT
understanding violent behaviours. After all there is no satisfactory explanation of
sexualized assault, child abuse, or wife-assault. There are many possible motivating
Jactors for attacking another person—money, power, and the desire to dominate. But
to say “I do not understand violent behaviours” means “I refuse to accept that there
could be any satisfactory explanation for it”. This is one way in which victims and
professionals refuse to accept violent behaviour.

With the statement “[e]very time I hit her, I would feel bad”, Davis acknowl-
edges that he assaulted Frances repeatedly. As he does so, however, he mitigates
his responsibility for his continued violence by simultaneously portraying himself
as consistently remorseful. This enables Davis to effect a critical shift in focus from
his overt behaviour, which is visible to others, to his mind, which he alone can
know. Grammatically, this is accomplished by a transition from the transitive verb
“hit” to the intransitive verb “feel”. By dropping the object of his actions (Frances),
Davis shifts attention from the harm he inflicted on Frances to how badly he feels
about it all.

Davis also conceals the nature and extent of his violence against Frances.
The phrase “knocked her down” does not convey the degree of force in his attack
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(i.e., How did he knock her down? With a gentle push or a closed fist punch?). The
phrase “what had happened”, an agent-less and existential construction, obscures
exactly what did happen and who did what to whom. The phrase “[e]very time
1 hit her, I would feel bad”, mentioned above, also conceals the pain he inflicted
by displacing consideration of Frances’ feelings. Compare Davis’s construction, for
example, with a phrase such as, “every time I hit her, she felt terrible pain” (Coates
& Wade, 2002).

As Davis conceals the violence and mitigates his own responsibility, he subtly
blames Frances. The ambiguous statement “most of it really wasn't her fault” implies
that some of it was. Additionally, the word “really” qualifies the statement and
suggests that the question of responsibility is more a matter of perspective, a
point he might grant, than a matter of fact. The phrases “I never thought 1 was
jealous until I was with Frances” and “[b]efore, 1 didn’t care what 2 woman did”
serve to both further the portrayal of a previously non-violent man caught up in
an unfamiliar and overwhelming situation and to suggest that Frances was the
unique element, the catalyst that incited (i.e. provoked) the powerful feelings that
ultimately caused his violence (Coates & Wade, 2002).

Finally, Davis conceals Frances’ resistance by simply ignoring it or describing
the choices she made (e.g., not mentioning Quincy Jones’ name again) in such a
way that her agency is virtually invisible. The very fact that Frances remarked on
Jones’ handsome looks, knowing of Davis’ “jealousy”, might well be understood
as a form of resistance. Likewise, her decision to not mention Jones’ name after
the beating could be understood as a further act of resistance (i.e., self-protection,
denying him a pretext for abuse) rather than an act of acquiescence. As well, the fact
that Davis assaulted Frances an unspecified number of times suggests that she did
not willingly submit to his attempts to control her behaviour. The phrase “[e]very
time I hit her, I would feel bad” not only conceals the extent of the violence (as
already mentioned); it also subtly conceals Frances’ resistance by omitting mention
of her immediate responses. An account of how Frances felt about the violence,
rather than how Davis felt about it, would further show how she refused to be
contented with his mistreatment.

MR: For clinical and ethical reasons, it is important to describe violence in clear
and precise terms. In England the legal system has now formally adopted the term
“grooming”, presumably to describe coercion, abuse of trust, and manipulation with
the intent to harm. I find it shocking that this term, which also refers to affectionate
ways primates have of looking after one another and the care one takes with hygiene
and appearance, is used to describe how pedophiles (another euphemism) entrap
and violate children. It is such a thoughtless and regressive step. Of course, I am
sometimes called pedantic for raising these kinds of issues. The attitude is: “Well,
it’ just short-hand and we all know what we mean by it”. I find myself wondering
why we would actively discourage each other from stretching towards more just and
accurate ways of describing violence.
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At first [ worried that using simple and direct terms to describe violent acts
and acts of resistance would be too graphic and painful for my clients. I was wor-
ried about re-traumatizing so I tried to soften the descriptions by asking questions
euphemistically: “When that happened to you . . . ” or “When that was goingon....”
I was surprised to find that more direct descriptions, although they can be very
emotional, need not be re-traumatizing if they are asked sensitively and if greater
attention is paid to the details of the victim’s responses. Once the client is given the
opportunity to detail their responses, it often becomes possible to talk more directly
about the abuse, from the perspective of a responding agent.

Example 2:

The same four operations of language (concealing violence, mitigating re-
sponsibility, concealing resistance, and blaming and pathologizing victims) feature
prominently in professional clinical discourse as well (Ridley, 1999). In the fol-
lowing passage Judith Herman attempts to explain why so many victims of child
abuse are abused later in life.

[Tlhe personality formed in an environment of coercive control is not well
adapted to adult life. The survivor is left with fundamental problems in basic
trust, autonomy, and initiative. She approaches the tasks of early childhood—
establishing independence and intimacy—burdened by major impairments
in self-care, in cognition and memory, in identity, and in the capacity to form
stable relationships. She is still a prisoner of her childhood, attempting to
create a new life, she reencounters the trauma. . ..

The survivor intimate relationships are driven by the hunger for protection
and care and are haunted by the fear of abandonment or exploitation. In a
quest for Tescue, she may seek out powerful authority figures who seem to
offer the promise of a special care taking relationship. By idealizing the person
to whom she becomes attached, she attempts to keep at bay the constant fear
of being either dominated or betrayed.

Inevitably however, the chosen person fails to live up to her fantastic expec-
tations. When disappointed, she may furiously denigrate the same person
who she so recently adored. Ordinary interpersonal conflicts may provoke
intense anxiety, depression, or rage. In the mind of the survivor, even minor
slights evoke past experiences of callous neglect, and minor hurts evoke past
experiences of deliberate cruelty. These distortions are not easily corrected by
experience, since the survivor tends to lack the social and verbal skills for
resolving conflicts. Thus the survivor develops a pattern of intense, unstable
relationships, repeatedly enacting dramas of rescue, injustice and betrayal.
(Herman, 1997, pp. 110-111)

Herman’s account precludes the possibility of any judicious resistance by
the victim, as a child or adult. Instead of describing in detail the perpetrators’






