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Abstract
Based on a survey implemented in a county in central China, the researchers found 
it is common for women to experience gender-based violence, especially violence 
at the hands of intimate partners. About half of men surveyed reported inflicting 
physical or sexual violence on their female partners. One in five men reported hav-
ing raped a partner or non-partner woman. The physical, mental and reproductive 
health of the female and male respondents were found to be significantly associated 
with women’s victimization and men’s perpetration of intimate partner violence. 
Gender-based violence, including intimate partner violence, is a construction of the 
social-ecological system. Four elements that are key to hegemonic masculinity are 
identified: male decision-making, male reputation, violence and heterosexuality. By 
positing the four elements as standards that define a “real man”, the domination of 
men over women is naturalized and legitimized. It is necessary to foster other non-
violent and more equitable masculinities.

Keywords  Gender-based violence · Intimate partner violence · Hegemonic 
masculinity

1  Introduction

Since the concept of intimate partner violence (IPV) against women arrived in 
China in the 1990s, surveys conducted by institutions like the Women’s Federation 
of China (Tao and Jiang 1993) and China Population and Development Research 
Center (Zheng and Xie 2004) have demonstrated that IPV is the most common form 
of violence against women in China. In the effort to eliminate the violence, Chinese 
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scholars have taken into consideration a wide range of topics such as feminist law, 
ethnic minority issues, marriage markets and the imbalanced sex ratio in their stud-
ies of IPV against women (Gu 2014; Song and Zhang 2017; Dan 2018). While 
more and more international studies point to the strong connection between rigid 
hegemonic masculinities and violence against women (Schrock and Padavic 2007; 
Duncanson 2015; Cossins and Plummer 2018; Heilman and Barker 2018), this con-
nection is neglected in China. Understanding gender based violence, especially IPV 
against women, from the perspective of hegemonic masculinities is thus the goal of 
our survey.

In May 2011, field research was carried out in a county in central China where 
the majority of the population lives in rural areas. By multiple stage random sam-
pling, 67 communities were chosen and then 50 interviewees (25 women and 25 
men) were randomly selected in each community. We had a response rate of 83.7%, 
with 1103 women and 1017 men aged 18–49 years completing the female and male 
questionnaires. Among the respondents, 97.8% of them are currently or have been 
partnered. The female and male questionnaires and research protocol were pro-
vided by the institutions that initiated and provided technical support for the survey. 
The implementation team made slight adjustments to the questionnaires based on 
Chinese and local contexts. Personal digital assistants were used to ensure that the 
responses of the interviewees were strictly confidential. Further information is pro-
vided in the Table 8 in Appendix (see Table 1).

2 � Intimate partner violence against women

2.1 � Prevalence

A breakdown of details reported by men follows in this paragraph. With respect to 
emotional violence, 28.6% of men reported deliberately frightening or intimidating 
their female partners, 22.4% reported insulting or deliberately making their part-
ner feel bad about herself, and 14.2% reported deliberately degrading her in front 
of others. In terms of financial violence, the three most common items concerned 
men were forbidding women to find work or earn money (10.6%), male partners 
who spent their own earnings on alcohol and cigarettes although they knew their 
female partners could not support the family alone (7.7%), and forcing the female 
partner out of the place of residence (7.2%). In terms of physical violence, pushing 

Table 1   The lifetime prevalence of IPV against women reported by men and women (unit: %). Source 
China quantitative research on gender-based violence and masculinities 2013

Emotional 
violence

Financial 
violence

Physical violence Sexual violence Physical/
sexual 
violence

Reported by men 43.2 22.7 44.7 22.5 51.5
Reported by women 38.3 25.0 35.2 14.0 38.7
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or shoving was the most common type (32.8%), slapping or throwing things at 
women was second (29.8%), and striking women with fists was third (17.8%). With 
respect to sexual violence, the most common occurrence was the man insisting on 
sex when the female partner was unwilling, because the man felt entitled to sex with 
the woman who was his wife or girlfriend1 (15.0%). In other cases the man physi-
cally forced his female partner to have sex (12.1%). Both of these behaviors are cat-
egorized as partner rape. In terms of the lifetime prevalence of partner rape, 14.3% 
of male respondents reported having perpetrated partner rape and 9.9% of female 
respondents reported being the victim. The items partner rape and males forcing 
female partners to watch phonography or perform sexual acts they do not want are 
classified as sexual violence. In addition, based on reports from women, the preva-
lence of emotional, physical and sexual violence inflicted by male partners during 
the female partner’s any of pregnancy were 13.1%, 3.6% and 5.5%, respectively.

Compared with to the instances of IPV documented above, men controlling the 
behavior of female partners was much more common. A total of 91.0% of men 
reported having done this at some point during their lives and 86.4% of women 
reported being controlled at some point. Among the specific items of men control-
ling the behavior of female partners, the most common is the male partner having 
more power to make big decisions (72.4%), followed by the male partner not allow-
ing the female partner to wear certain items of clothing (45.8%) and getting angry if 
the female partner asks him to use a condom (40.3%).

Women often experience more than one type of IPV. Among women who 
reported experiencing emotional, financial, physical or sexual IPV, 43% of them 
experienced only one type, 30% experienced two types, 20% experienced three types 
and 8% experienced four types. Based on the reports of male perpetrators, the four 
percentage were 36%, 34%, 22% and 9%, respectively.

With respect to emotional, financial, physical and sexual IPV during the 
12 months prior to the survey date, the prevalence of perpetrations reported by men 
were 19.1%, 10.5%, 14.4% and 7.5%, respectively, and the prevalence of victimiza-
tions reported by women were 10%, 6.9%, 6.8% and 3.3%, respectively.

2.2 � Health consequences and seeking help

The statistics show the ratio of women injured from IPV was alarmingly high. 
Among 364 women who reported being victims of physical IPV, 40.7% (n = 148) 
suffered injuries including sprains, burns, knife cuts, bone fractures, lost teeth and 
other injuries, or had to receive medical care or be hospitalized. With respect to 
the severity of physical IPV injuries, 34.5% of 148 injured women were bedridden 
for a period of time, had to take work leave, or had to receive medical care. Beside 
these physical injures, IPV harmed women in other ways. Compared to women who 
never experienced IPV, the possibility that women who experienced IPV would 

1  A female respondent received a different question asking if she had had sex she did not want with a 
male partner because she was afraid the man might become violent or hurt her if she refused.
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suffer from mental and/or reproductive health problems was significantly higher (see 
Table 2 below).

Many women who are victims of IPV do not seek help. Among 364 women who 
reported experiencing physical IPV, 60% kept silent, only 6.6% reported the IPV 
to the police, 10% sought medical help and 36.8% told family members. Among 
24 women who reported IPV to the police, 11 women did not report the details of 
how the police reacted to their reports, only one woman got the chance to open a 
court case, three women were sent away, and nine women were asked to compro-
mise with their partners. Among the women who sought medical help, only half 
of them (n = 30) told the truth about how they had been injured. Of the 133 women 
who told family members about the IPV, nearly half of them (44.4%) were not sup-
ported by the family. Instead what they said was treated with indifference, or the 
family blamed the woman for causing the IPV or she was told to keep silent. In 
24.8% of the cases, families were supportive, among other things, suggesting the 
women report the matter to the police. In 30.8% of the cases, the family’s reactions 
were ambiguous.

Women who claimed to be victims of rape or attempted rape by non-partners had 
similar experiences. Among 176 women who reported experiencing such violence, 
72% kept silent and the rest sought help from family, hotlines, the local Women’s 
Federation or community committee, medical personnel or the police. Among 14 
women who reported to the police, 8 women had cases opened. Among 30 women 
who told their families about being victims of sexual violence, nearly half of them 
(43.3%) were treated with ambivalence, 30% were not supported and 26.7% were 
supported.

3 � Men’s childhood trauma and the rape of non‑partners

3.1 � Childhood trauma

Data for five kinds of childhood trauma were collected and are presented below. 
Hunger here refers to not enough food during childhood. Three behaviors are 
defined as neglect: living in different households (not with parents) at different 
times during childhood; parents did not look after the child due to alcohol or 
drug abuse; or the child spent nights outside the home and adults at home did 
not notice. Emotional violence includes the following behaviors of parents or 

Table 2   Health consequences of IPV reported by women (unit:  %). Source as Table 1

a Sexually transmitted infections
**P <  0.01; ***P < 0.001

High level of 
depression

Suicidal thoughts Miscarriage Abortion Multiple STIsa

Never victimized IPV 8.5 8.4 20.2 44.0 9.2
Ever victimized IPV 21.4*** 17.7*** 28.5** 57.6*** 17.2***
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teachers: scolding children for being lazy, stupid or weak; or humiliating chil-
dren in public. Children who witness their mother being beaten by her husband 
or boyfriend are also victims of emotional violence. Physical violence refers to 
children being beaten by hard objects, being scarred by beatings, and being physi-
cally punished by teachers or principles. The following items are considered sex-
ual violence against children: other people touching a child’s hips or genital areas, 
children being forced to touch themselves, children being frightened or threatened 
into having sex with others, or children having sex with men or women 5 years 
older than they are.

As Fig.  1 shows, many respondents experienced violence or adversity dur-
ing childhood and male respondents were more likely than females to be involved 
(P < 0.0001). Besides the traumas listed in Fig.  1, 24.7% of male respondents 
reported being bullied at school or in their communities during childhood, and 
21.8% reported bullying others.

3.2 � Rape against non‑partners

This study investigated men raping non-partner women. This included a man forc-
ing or persuading a woman to have sex against her will, or a man having sex with 
a woman who was unable to give consent because of excessive alcohol or drug 
consumption. Gang rape, in which a woman was forced or persuaded to have sex 
against her will with more than one man, was also investigated. In order to pre-
sent non-partner rape in context, data on partner rape are also listed in Table 3. 
Although the majority of rapes are partner rapes, as indicated in Table 3, women 
also face the risk of non-partner rape. One in five women reported being the vic-
tim of rape or attempted raped by non-partner men.

Regarding the motivation of rape, according to 222 male respondents who 
reported raping or attempting to rape non-partner women, the most common 
motivation was a feeling of male sexual entitlement. This included the man want-
ing to have the woman sexually, wanting to have sex, or wanting to show that 
he could have sex. Among these male respondents, 86.1% reported being driven 

56.3%

39.5%

60.1%

44.0%

13.7%

46.7%

18.7%

46.2%

18.2%

8.8%

hunger neglect emotional violence physical violence sexual violence

male female

Fig. 1   The prevalence of childhood trauma reported by male and female respondents. Source as Table 1
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by sexual entitlement. As well as sexual entitlement, 58% of the men reported 
being bored or seeking fun, 43% were angry or wanted to punish the woman, and 
24% reported they had been drinking alcohol. Figure 2 indicates that some men’s 
sexual entitlement towards a women did not stop after the end of an intimate part-
ner relationship. In fact ex-husbands and ex-boyfriends were the most likely per-
petrators of non-partner rape. A look at the information reported by males who 
acknowledged having raped a woman, 91% of them committed rape for the first 
time between the ages of 15 and 29 years old, and 19.8% of the men raped more 
than one women.

As shown in Fig. 3, among 222 men who reported raping or attempting to rape 
non-partner women, nearly half of them reported suffering no consequences and 
only one quarter experienced legal repercussions. These findings correlate with 

Table 3   Prevalence of rape and attempted rape reported by male and female respondents. Source as 
Table 1

a Current prevalence refers to the prevalence during the past 12 months
b The data on attempted rape were collected only from female respondents

Men % (n) Women % (n)

Lifetime prevalence of partner rape 14.3 (143) 9.9 (109)
Lifetime prevalence of non-partner rape 8.1 (79) 6.7 (68)
Gang rape 2.2 (22) 2.5 (26)
Lifetime prevalence of partner and non-partner rape 21.8 (222) 17.9 (177)
Current prevalence of non-partner rapea 1.7 (17) 3.9 (40)
Current prevalence of partner and non-partner rapea 9.1 (90) 4.3 (40)
Lifetime prevalence of non-partner attempted rape –b 14.1 (145)
Lifetime prevalence of non-partner attempted rape and rape –b 21.0 (213)

19.2%

40.4%

4.3%
10.6%

19.2%

2.1% 2.1% 2.1%

27.5%
24.1%

7.7% 4.2%

43.7%

0.7% 2.1% 0.0%

rape attempted rape

Fig. 2   Information on the perpetrators of 47 non-partner rapes and 145 attempted rape, as reported by 
women. Source as Table 1
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the fact that about three quarters of women respondents kept silent after experi-
encing rape or attempted rape by non-partners.

4 � Hegemonic masculinity and the risk factors of gender‑based 
violence

4.1 � Hegemonic masculinity

The views of the respondents on gender, femininities and masculinities were 
evaluated on several scales and Table  4 summarizes the specific elements of 

51.1%

51.1%

35.8%

31.7%

25.4%

25.2%

43.6%

worried to be found out

guilty

punished by victims' family/friends

threatened by someone supporting victims

revenged with violence

arrested or jailed

no consequences

Fig. 3   The consequences of rape and attempted rape of non-partner women, as reported by male perpe-
trators. Source as Table 1

Table 4   The agreement rate on gender views reported by men and women. Source as Table 1

Men % (n) Women % (n)

Abstract principle of gender equality
 Women should be treated equally with men 98.2 (990) 98.8 (1063)

Violence and gender
 Women should not be beaten in any situation 91.4 (916) 94.7 (1025)
 Men have to be tough 73.2 (737) 55.8 (590)
 If a man is insulted, he should defend his reputation with force if he has to 52.4 (525) 21.8 (231)

Gender division on housework
 The most important task for women is to take care of family members 55.6 (560) 62.3 (675)
 Men have greater decision-making power for important things 72.4 (691) 61.9 (626)
 Men should share housework such as cooking and taking care of children 82.9 (834) 83.7 (895)

Sexuality and gender
 It is shameful to have a homosexual son 56.8 (563) 50.3 (522)
 Men need sex more than women 51.5 (512) 70.9 (744)
 Contraception is not just the woman’s responsibility 78.5 (783) 70.8 (752)



91

1 3

Gender-based violence and hegemonic masculinity in China:…

hegemonic masculinity. All except one of the items were supported by more than 
half of the male and female respondents.

There are two contradictions in Table  4. First, while almost every male and 
female respondent agrees in the abstract principle that women and men should be 
treated equally, more than half of them also agree that men have more privileges 
than women when it comes to decision-making and sex life. The second contra-
diction is that, although more than 80% of male and female respondents agree 
men should share in the housework, more than half also consider looking after 
family members as women’s paramount duty. The gap between their attitudes and 
behaviors is greater for male respondents. While Table 4 shows that 92% of male 
respondents agree women should not be beaten in any situation, 44.7% of them 
reported inflicting physical IPV against women.

Why are there such striking contradictions? Table  4 reveals four key ele-
ments of hegemonic masculinity that provide at least part of the answer: (1) Men 
should decide important issues; (2) Men should be tough and use force if nec-
essary; (3) A man should not beat a woman unless the woman challenges the 
man’s reputation; and 4) Men have to be heterosexual and it is in the nature of 
men to need sex more than women. By establishing these four elements above 
as a standard that defines “real men”, men’s domination over women is natural-
ized and legitimized. Such a definition of masculinity has negative ramifications 
for the notion of gender equality and can help to explain why there is such a 
large gap between male attitudes and behaviors. If hegemonic masculinity is the 
norm, gender equality does not mean that men and women should be treated the 
same, it means that men should treat women according to their “real” natures. 
In a world where men should decide important issues, be strong and use force 
if necessary, and need sex more than women, it becomes a simple matter for a 
man to justify forcing sex on an unwilling woman (i.e. raping a woman)—this is 
simply a manifestation of the natural order of things. While most people, men 
and women, agree that gender equality is a good thing in the abstract, widely 
accepted stereotypes of femininity, masculinity and gender differences lead 
instead to men dominating women and high levels of gender inequality.

Consistent with hegemonic masculinity which encourages men to be tough, 
use violence and not control sexual desire, male respondents reported a high like-
lihood of engaging in violent behavior and having unprotected sex. Nearly one 
in 5 men (18%) reported having participated in some form of violence including 
owning weapons, fighting with weapons, joining in gangs, being arrested and 
being in jail. Having unprotected sex was strikingly common. Among 856 men 
who reported having sexual experiences and answered the related questions, 
82.7% of them reported never or seldom using condoms. Among 88 men who 
had had more than one sex partner during the last 12 month, 78.2% never or sel-
dom used condoms.

IPV against women, one of the most common forms of violence engaged in 
by male respondents, also harms the male perpetrators. Compared with male 
respondents who never perpetrated IPV, Table  5 indicates that men who had 
perpetrated IPV were more likely to experience mental and reproductive health 
problems.
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4.2 � Risk factors for gender‑based violence against women

Although poverty, low educational level, youth, and job pressures or unemploy-
ment are all commonly assumed to be risk factors associated with men perpe-
trating physical/sexual IPV against women, these are not confirmed by multiple 
logistic statistics. Table 6 presents the factors that increase the likelihood of a 
male perpetrating physical IPV against women. These are generational transmis-
sion of domestic violence and male domination, a man’s involvement in other 
types of violence, alcohol abuse, multiple sexual partners and quarrels between 
partners.

A comparison of Tables 6 and 7 shows that both the likelihood of men perpe-
trating physical and sexual IPV against women, and the likelihood of men raping 
partner and non-partner women were increased by three common risk factors: 
trauma during childhood, involvement in other types of violence, and having 
multiple sexual partners. Specifically, having experienced sexual violence dur-
ing childhood and having low support for gender equality were found to be asso-
ciated with men inflicting sexual violence.

5 � Conclusion

Gender-based violence perpetrated by men is constructed within the social-
ecological system, which is composed of four concentric circles. The innermost 
circle is the individual, and for this circle research identifies several risk fac-
tors including childhood trauma, involvement in other types of violence, alco-
hol abuse, multiple sexual partners and low support for gender equality. In the 
second circle consisting of relationships, male domination within the family, 
couples quarreling, generational transmission of ideas about unequal gender 
relationships and the commission of male violence against both females and 
children are found to be risk factors. The third circle consists of community, and 
risk factors in this circle are correlated to community responses to IPV and sex-
ual assault against women, and people’s consciousness of and attitude towards 
the laws and regulations governing IPV and VAW. The outermost circle consists 
of social norms and the political and economic environments, and researchers 
find out that in China, social values, social policy, and laws and regulations are 

Table 5   Health issues associated with men who perpetrated physical/sexual IPV (adjusted for age, edu-
cation, marital status and income). Source as Table 1

Ever perpe-
trated %

Never perpe-
trated %

AOR CI P value

High depression scores 15.2 8.1 2.5 1.6–4.2 0.000
Suicidal thoughts 21.9 12.6 1.8 1.3–2.7 0.002
Abnormal penile discharge or ulcer 27.3 16.1 1.9 1.3–2.8 0.000
Low or medium life satisfaction 59.2 46.0 1.9 1.4–2.5 0.000
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permeated with ideas of rigid hegemonic masculinity, and serve to perpetuate 
gender-based violence, especially IPV against women (Wang et al. 2013; Deng 
and Shi 2018).

Based on our findings, we have the following core recommendations: (1) The 
whole society including governments, mass media, communities and schools 
should recognize rigid hegemonic masculinity and work to eliminate this type 
of masculinity which perpetuates gender-based violence, especially IPV against 
women, encouraging instead non-violent masculinities based on gender equal-
ity. (2) The laws and regulations to stop IPV against women should be strength-
ened and stronger implementation and evaluation are needed to ensure that men 
are unable to commit violence against women with impunity. (3) Governmen-
tal agencies and NGOs should provide professional services for abused women, 
engage men in programs of violence prevention and strive to eliminate child-
hood trauma for boys and girls.
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Appendix

See Table 8.

Table 7   Factors associated with men raping women (adjusted for age, education, marital status and 
income). Source as Table 1

***P < 0.001; ****P < 0.0001

Ever perpetrated  % (n) Never perpetrated  % (n) AOR CI P value

Adversity and violence during childhood
 Childhood trauma scores 17.8 (216) 15.9 (760)**** 1.2 1.1–1.3 0.000
 Witnessing father beating 

mother
34.7 (77) 17.0 (132) 2.7 1.9–3.9 0.000

 Experiencing sexual 
violence

23.7 (52) 10.8 (83) 2.5 1.6–3.8 0.000

Involved in other violence
 Perpetrating physical IPV 63.7 (137) 39.2 (290)*** 2.6 1.8–3.6 0.000
 Owning weapon 14.2 (31) 6.5 (50)*** 2.7 1.6–4.4 0.000
 Gender equality scores 21.1 (218) 22.0 (763)*** 0.9 0.9–1.0 0.000

Number of sexual partners during lifetime
 1 28.6 (58) 42.2 (271)
 2–3 32.5 (66) 37.8 (243) 1.3 0.9–2.0 0.173
 4–20 31.5 (64) 17.0 (109) 3.0 1.9–4.7 0.000
 20+ 7.4 (15) 3.1 (20)*** 2.7 1.2–6.2 0.022
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