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Introduction 

This collection of articles is a revised edition of work presented in a first collection 
(Social Isolation and Personal Perspectives on Sexualised Coercion, University of 
Roskilde 2008). The articles in the main section were part of the project done during 
the grant period. Articles resulting from the study as a whole, but written before or 
after the grant period, are included in the appendix.  

One article (Pedersen 2005) is included in the ‘Table of Contents’ of the appendix 
but not in the collection. The reason is that a newer and more interesting one on the 
same subject has been published in English (Pedersen 2007). One article to appear 
in 2010 (Sygeliggørelse eller sundhedsfremme?), two encyclopaedia articles and the 
articles to appear in 2011 are equally excluded from the present collection, as are 
newspaper articles related to the research project.

The collection presents a new approach to the social and personal meanings of what 
we term rape, attempted rape, e.g. to sexualised coercion and trauma in general. 
The approach is a social psychological one, and is health promotion related. It takes 
its point of departure in persons’ conduct of their daily lives. The approach was in-
spired by findings of a study of people living with HIV (Pedersen 2010). At the time 
one finding was conceptualised as psychological isolation, which was understood 
as - although participating in diverse social practices and spheres – to be alone with 
many thoughts, alone in deliberations over personal and societal difficulties as well 
as in dealing with them, and often feeling lonely and/or isolated . 

In the current project however, isolation emerged as exceedingly complex constella-
tions of communicative, and social/societal processes of participation in the construc-
tion of personal meanings of rape and other forms of sexualised coercion.

All articles presented in this publication directly or indirectly illuminate facets 
and configurations of such processes.

The articles draw on the diversities and commonalities of personal and situated 
perspectives of women exposed to sexualised coercion. They are grounded in the 
narratives of 40 women during individual and group sessions with a psychologist, 
and in 15 follow-up- interviews. As such the empirical material is uniquely process-
oriented. Unlike most research on forms of sexualised coercion, it grasps aspects of 
its changing personal and social meanings.
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My study shows that experiences of sexualised coercion and their personal meanings 
may be much more diverse than we often assume. Exploring the expressed perspec-
tives of the participants the experiences revealed very complex constellations of personal 
meanings. In a more mainstream traumatological perspective the experiences of the 
participants could have been described as a continuum from hardly traumatised, 
to severely traumatised. With such an approach consequences and meanings of 
victimisation, as is frequently the case, would have been overly generalised. Over-
generalisation also often characterises the perspectives of professionals in the field, 
as well as folk psychology. Over-generalisation and connected discursive social phe-
nomena is problematic in that it constitutes forms of symbolic violence. They render 
personally experienced events difficult to understand, and inhibit the development 
of ways of dealing with them. Symbolic violence affects those subjected to coercion, 
as well persons in the social networks in the diverse contexts in which they partici-
pate. Thus over-generalisations may contribute to isolating and traumatising persons 
subjected to coercion. 

Therefore, and in order that research may inform professional and lay practices, 
exploring the diversity of social and personal meanings of sexualised coercion was, 
and will continue to be, a necessary effort. 

This project indicates that the meanings of events of sexualised coercion are not only 
individual nor static. Experiences of the meanings of sexualised coercion emerge as 
changing social, cultural, and historical events. One example hereof, is that the explora-
tion of aspects of ethnicity showed it not to simply determine the development of 
the personal meanings of sexualised coercion. Rather it developed diverse, specific, 
situated and complex meanings. The same was the case for gender. All participants of 
the project had to deal with the personal meanings of dominant discourses and practices 
concerning gender, sexuality and sexualised coercion. But like for all aspects of events 
in the aftermath, meanings changed. Change was connected to different contexts in 
which the women participated. The practices constitutive of contexts such as schools 
and families, and the way they were dealt with by their participants, more or less, and 
in diverting ways, supported and/or stigmatised as well as marginalised the informants 
of the project. Contexts would sustain and/or restrict personal agency and strategies 
regarding the conduct of life following sexualised coercion. 

Marginalisation in the aftermath of coercion seemed to be especially frequent and grave 
for young women. It is worthy of note, that most had never foreseen the possibility 
that they themselves may ever experience sexualised and gendered violence, nor its 
gendered consequences. They were often completely overwhelmed and staggered 
by gendered aspects of coercion and its aftermath. They raised doubts regarding 
personal assumptions of autonomy and gender equality, which had hitherto guided 
them in their conduct of life. Furthermore current sexualisation and pornofication of 
gender relations in youth culture, made it difficult for them to confide in friends, as 
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well as to participate in peer-groups, even in school. Their own often changing and 
increasingly critical perspectives on growing sexualisation of gender relations only 
underscored their marginalisation. All such aspects played important parts in their 
sometimes severe difficulties in (re)orienting themselves in the aftermath of the events. 

Thus generalising assumptions inherent in psychological theory and practice of a main-
stream traumatological approach – such as the differentiating between ‘primary’ and 
‘secondary’ traumatisation - are challenged by knowledge generated by the project. 
In some cases, the meanings of events in the aftermath of sexualised coercion even 
suggest that the importance put on the meanings of the event itself, and of that of its 
aftermath, may be reversed. The aftermath, its social and personal meanings, may at 
times be primary in a process of traumatisation. 

The insight provided by participants of the project suggests that the concept of 
trauma and the clinical approach of traumatology may be promisingly substituted by 
a developmental and general psychology approach. What we now term trauma, may 
then be understood as (a series of) overwhelming social events demanding personal 
and context specific re-orientation of the persons directly and indirectly involved. 

Furthermore, the emphasis put on the meanings of aftermath by participants suggests 
that adopting a health promotion approach, instead of a pathology approach, may be 
helpful in giving new insights into the meanings of coercion and in developing new 
effective practices. 

Focus of a theoretical analysis, and of medical and psychosocial practices would then 
be on concrete persons and processes in their whole conduct of life, instead of reducing 
them to mere victims. Events of coercion would be seen as but one aspect of their 
conduct of lives. Furthermore it may become visible that stigmatisation as victims may 
constitute secondary, or even primary, victimisation. 

In their conduct of daily life, the women participating in the project often met a 
combination of cultural over- and under-determination of their experiences: 1) Over-
determination in the sense of dominant discourses describing women in general as 
‘victims’ and sexualised coercion as “the worst thing that can happen to a women”,  
as an event “you never get over”, or even as “if it happened to you, you must have 
some part in it”. 2) Under-determination in the sense of non-communication and 
silences concerning the events. As such sexualised coercion becomes a dramatised 
non-event, about which there are many prejudices and very little concrete knowledge 
in the general population. Such discursive constructions were expressed through lack 
of recognition of the women’s personal perspectives on their lives. Additionally they 
constituted obstacles to their efforts at obtaining help and contributed to their dif-
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ficulties. For these and further reasons some of the women participating in a group 
of peers evaluated this participation as meaningful and supportive in their process of 
(re)orientation and (re)organisation of lives. They expressed that participation, while 
helping them avoid developing generalised helplessness and victim identities, facilitated 
their quest for solutions encouraging hope and providing agency.

The focus of the project on common as well as on diverse difficulties related to experi-
ences of sexualised coercion, and the overarching cultural/social aspects in which they 
are embedded, need to be explored further. Strategies of primary prevention should 
be developed and studied. In a health-promotion approach more issues arise. Some 
of these raise questions like: Are events of sexualised coercion always as traumatic as 
is mostly assumed? Are sexual difficulties as frequently connected to the experience 
as is commonly suggested. When how and why? When not then why? 

New projects may also examine whether young women, because of their assumptions 
concerning gender equality, omit to guard themselves against sexualised coercion. 
This could be illuminated along with an exploration of attitudes towards sexualised 
coercion in diverse youth cultures. Yet another important project would be to research 
the experiences of women who have been exposed to sexualised coercion, but who 
have not had contact with support facilities.  

Last but not least, in order to further development of research and practice, the con-
cept of trauma is in need of discussion and revision in conjunction with explorative 
empirical research. 

Bodil Pedersen
bodilpe@ruc.dk
Department of Psychology and Educational Studies
Roskilde University

February 2011
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 

          







             
          
        

           
         



         


          
       
           


      

          




           


       






             








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

 


          
           
         

          

       

              
           

           
             
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          
             
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 

 

      


           

           

           
          
           


            
            
          
            

     


           
         

            
         
        


     

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
            

            
            

      




 
             
         
            


     

               
              
            






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 

 





       
    
      
            
        

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

 


             
           
          

           



     
              
            

   

         

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 



            

             
 
            
        
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
              



             




             
         

           
 
            
             






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 

 


             


          
          

            
            
              

     


          
          






              
              
          
              
           
      
         
              
          
 
       
        
          


              
          
           
           
           
           


            
         
           
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         

 
         
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




  





71

 

 

   





          
            

 
    
        


             
            


















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


            


           
        










             

      
         


            

    
            
           
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 

 

         
















            








         
     
             
 
    





 








         




               

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 

 



      



           












             


           



  




               









            








           
             



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 

 



           
            
              



   
            
     













 









          

             
      







        



             



      
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

 

             


             



               
              
              



              

  








  









           

             
      



            
           
    


            





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 

 

     

              
           
   
           


           


            


               



          
            







 








           


           
    
                
               




            


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 






           




             



      
 

             

     

                 




 
             





            













   
            


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 

 









                

             



            

   
              
            


      
     
            









  
 



             











            
 

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 









               


            
              


 
         
            




             
           
             

        
            
             

             
           

            



           
   
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             

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          
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




          
      
           

             
            
             







 
              
            



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 

            

      
         
            
           

            
             
   
           
              


           

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            

         
      

 


          
              
          
           
            
           
           





      


          









85

 
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









          


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
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The view that participating in psychosocial support groups can be helpful to 

women exposed to gendered violence such as rape and attempted rape, has much 

support. Drawing on a ‘subject theory’ approach and an empirical project, this 

article discusses some aspects of group practices. Which aspects of participation 

in groups may be helpful and which problematic? And what may we learn from 

working with groups? The discussion takes in such general questions as the 

position of professional counsellors and other participants, pathologisation, and the 

possible transfer of experience from one context to another, as well as more specific 

aspects of the meanings of victimisation, gender, sexualised coercion, and group 

participation. 
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INTRODUCTION

This article presents some findings from a 
research project at the Centre for Victims of Sexual 
Assault at the University Hospital of Copenhagen1, 
which has studied the perspectives of women who 
have been subjected to sexualised coercion2 (rape or 
attempted rape). Rather than working with abstract 
diagnostic categories such as Post-traumatic Stress 
Disorder (PTSD) that de-situate and individualise 
personal lives (Caplan & Cosgrove, 2004), the 
project, a qualitative study, analysed central themes 
in the meanings of coercion and its aftermath. The 
study was inspired by critical psychology/subject 
theory (Dreier, 2008; Højholt, 2006; Nissen, 2005) 
and attempted to avoid under-emphasising and/or 
over-emphasising first-person perspectives (see 
Mardorossian, 2002). Instead, we tried to grasp the 
realities of sexualised coercion by critically 
analysing participants’ personal perspectives and 
how these personal perspectives were developed 
through participation in societal contexts. By 
discussing women’s engagement in psychosocial 
group sessions in relation to experiences of sexual 
coercion, this article aims to contribute to further 
group work. 

PROfeSSIONalS aND OTheR PaRTICIPaNTS 

‘Therapy’ and ‘counselling’ are institutionalised 
practices in which professionals talk with clients 
about their concerns. The institutionalised 
arrangements and discourses within which these 
practices take place have implications for the 
perspectives and agency of both clients and 
professionals (Dreier, 2000). The perspectives of 
professionals in the psychosocial field are ascribed 
privilege by clients, their network, the professional 
community and in institutional settings (see 
Pedersen, 2005). All of which, including the 
professionals themselves, are informed by dominant 
discourses which subscribe exclusive and privileged 
knowledge to professional experts. Whether 
professionals adhere to theoretical and/or practical 
approaches in which this privileging is inherent, or 
whether they wish to challenge it, there is always a 
potential risk that the perspectives and voices of 
professionals will override the voices of other 
participants. Furthermore, in professional practices 
and in theory, clients’ experiences such as 
sexualised coercion are often individualised and 

psychologised, so that the individual psyche is seen 
as the site where such concerns must be dealt with 
(Parker, 1999; Rose, 1994, 1998). 

But like all other perspectives, the perspectives 
of professionals, including their theories, are 
situated, positioned, and thus limited. Being 
ascribed exclusive privilege may contribute to 
professionals overlooking important aspects of 
clients’ perspectives and their concerns in the 
conduct of their daily lives, aspects that would 
enrich professional perspectives. Thus, instead of 
focusing sessions on the concerns of clients and on 
the relevant contexts of these clients’ personal lives 
in which these concerns must be addressed, 
professionals risk de-situating these concerns and 
constructing them as individual pathology (Fish, 
1999). Progress in sessions and in the everyday 
lives of clients is then often understood as an 
exclusive effect of professional intervention, and 
professionals are perceived as the sole key-holders 
to a better future. To alleviate the risks, 
opportunities can be created for non-professional 
participants to voice their perspectives on what 
would help them in their lives. 

In this project, when participants were asked to 
specify what was useful about the group sessions 
they had attended, they said that in many everyday 
contexts, events of coercion, their consequences, 
and the meanings attributed to them, are dangerous 
topics. Participants regarded the group sessions as 
a safer place to raise some of these topics, and they 
experienced the group discussions as a specific 
space set aside for reflection which provided new 
angles on problems. The group setting was very 
frequently mentioned as an environment in which 
problems were more readily recognised than in other 
contexts, and this was commonly described as 
especially helpful. 

fROm TalkING WITh ONe INTImaTe STRaNGeR 
TO SPeakING WITh SeveRal

The Centre for Victims of Sexual Assault in 
Copenhagen is an emergency reception ward of a 
hospital where women who have been exposed to 
sexualised coercion are offered medical and psycho-
social services, usually within 48 hours of the 
incident. At the time of this project, women were 
offered individual consultations with a therapist 
(Center for Voltægtsofre, 2004). They could 
determine personally how many consultations they 
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wished to attend, and whether they wanted them 
weekly or less frequently. In this project, several 
women attended as many as 30 consultations, 
others only one. The empirical material on which 
the article draws consists of notes taken during 
group sessions with eight women, the experiences 
and perspectives of 40 women participating in 
individual consultations, the participants’ evaluation 
when the group was disbanded, and 15 interviews 
with women on terminating support at the Center.

To start the group, the therapist invited women 
who were currently participating in individual 
consultations. Recruiting participants was expected 
to be difficult. Women attending individual 
consultations sometimes have trouble orienting 
themselves in the unfamiliar context of therapy. As 
the professional is a stranger, a process takes place 
in which the women feel their way to establish 
which issues can be raised in this setting with this 
specific professional expert, and about whether she 
might become what Dreier (2000) terms an 
‘intimate stranger’. What’s more, some women in 
this project described difficulties in talking about 
aspects of incidents of coercion and their aftermath 
outside individual consultations. 

In spite of this, the first eight women who were 
invited to participate all joined the group. There 
may have been multiple reasons for this. The 
women may have been primarily motivated by a 
wish for more consultation time, or have wanted to 
please the professional conducting individual 
sessions by going along with the suggestion. 
Alternatively, joining the group may have reflected a 
wish to meet and confer with other women who had 
been exposed to sexualised coercion. When it did, 
this may be understood as a wish to consult people 
who were not involved in other contexts of their 
lives but who had been through a related 
experience. In this way, it may have been a wish to 
meet with a different kind of ‘intimate stranger’ – 
those who are not professionals, but who are 
‘experts’ through experience.  

DeRIvING PRaCTICe aND TheORY fROm 
PeRSONal PeRSPeCTIveS

Individual consultations and group sessions are 
usually categorised under the broad term of 
‘therapy’. ‘Therapy’ and ‘counselling’ with their 
generalised implications for the privileged position 
of professional experts have been widely criticised 

(Paré, 2002). Criticism has also been aimed 
specifically at consultations for women who have 
been exposed to sexualised coercion, and at 
research based on such consultations (Hengehold, 
2000; Pedersen, 2004).3 

The group practices studied in this project 
specifically challenged some implicitly-accepted 
truths concerning the institutionalised organisation 
of therapy and counselling. Among other things, the 
challenge to institutionalised practices involved 
abandoning the idea that the professional was the 
main expert participant. Thus sessions were not 
based on specific predefined theories of sexualised 
coercion or group practices. Rather, the intention 
was to further consideration of personal perspectives 
and women’s preferences in sessions. The group 
was therefore organised so as to allow for the 
development of new personal and theoretical 
knowledge (compare Pedersen, 2004). In this 
endeavour, attempts were made to explicitly 
privilege all perspectives. Non-professional 
participants were privileged as experts on diverse 
forms of knowledge. The exploration of personal 
perspectives and meanings in the group was viewed 
as necessary for the development of practice and 
theory. This was particularly justified by the fact 
that within the professional realm there is 
significantly limited understanding of personal 
perspectives on sexualised coercion, of societal 
meanings of sexualised coercion, as well as of their 
interconnectedness (see Mardorossian, 2002). 
Although the professional in the group did not 
participate as the privileged expert, because of her 
position in institutionalised contexts and her 
knowledge of the support available in these 
contexts, and since all the participants were 
informed by discourses of the privileged expert, she 
inevitably participated as a special ‘kind of expert’. 
(see also Dreier, 2000; Paré 2002 for discussions 
of these issues). This was acknowledged explicitly 
and repeatedly.

faCIlITaTING TRaNSfeRabIlITY TO eveRYDaY lIfe

It is a challenge to find ways of making 
psychosocial group conversations relevant and as 
such transferable to other contexts of participants’ 
lives. Dreier (2008) has explored how and why the 
direct transfer of reflections from the context of 
psychosocial support practices to the conduct of 
everyday life is exceptional. The concerns of 
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participants in psychosocial support are embedded 
in local social contexts quite different from those in 
which support is given. Participants therefore need 
to transform their considerations in order to make 
use of them in contexts which are neither directly 
connected to sessions nor to other participants. 
Moreover, problems and the way we present them 
vary in differing contexts. This underscores potential 
problems for participants in transferring the 
reflections they make about their lives in a 
psychosocial support context into their everyday 
lives. 

In this group, however, direct transfer was not 
exceptional; one possible reason for this was that 
discussions in the group considered issues and were 
conducted in ways that were very close to the 
everyday experiences and lives of participants. It 
was significant that the group practices were 
explorative and flexible, so that the non-professional 
participants were able to speak about concerns that 
were most relevant to them. Participants raised 
topics connected to experiences of sexualised 
coercion that were personal and diverse but also 
linked to various commonalities. Participants 
compared experiences, reflected on similarities and 
differences, and helped each other in finding ways 
to reduce and resolve problems.

The problems most frequently addressed related 
to managing practical aspects of everyday life. In 
the aftermath of sexualised coercion, several 
participants felt they were ‘going mad’. Some of the 
things women mentioned included: 

•	 how	hard	it	could	be	to	not	simply	go	back	to	
bed if they ‘could not find a shirt that 
matched the chosen jeans’ when getting 
dressed in the morning; 

•	 shopping	for	groceries	and	forgetting	half	of	
what was on the shopping list; 

•	 making	dinner	and	finding	they	had	‘put	the	
lamb chops in the closet and the clean socks 
in the fridge’.

The women commented that hearing other 
participants had similar experiences helped them 
overcome such difficulties and the fear these gave 
rise to. 

Other topics of discussion included the 
limitations imposed by the concrete experience of 
fear and of changes in social relations: some related 

to difficulties in communicating with family and 
friends, conflicts resulting from different 
perceptions of sexualised coercion, and problems in 
dealing with the changes they perceived in everyday 
social interaction which had previously been familiar 
and routine. 

Further topics included problems arising in 
connection with reporting the events to the police, 
confrontations with law-enforcement institutions, 
and problems at schools and work (Center for 
Voldtægtsofre, 2002). 

Thus, instead of participants’ difficulties being 
understood as individual deficiencies and 
pathologised, complex personal, psychosocial, and 
somatic meanings related to (re)orientation in daily 
life were recognised as problems related to broader 
social experiences and practices (see Cromby, 
2005). The event of sexualised coercion with its 
aftermath was often described as an isolated and 
isolating experience (Pedersen, in prep.), and 
significantly, the discussion of personal experiences 
in the group was described as alleviating the sense 
of being alone with thoughts and feelings, and of 
social exclusion and isolation. 

Focusing group discussions on the conduct of 
daily life in the aftermath of sexualised coercion 
challenges the hegemonic theoretical premises of 
the widespread Danish use of the diagnosis PTSD, 
which constitutes an exclusive focus on 
victimisation by a specific event (see Caplan & 
Cosgrove, 2004; Lamb, 1999). In many studies of 
sexualised coercion, the aftermath is often 
overshadowed by the primacy delegated to the event 
of coercion itself. This current study suggests that 
women themselves may attribute equal or even 
primary meaning to the aftermath of coercion (see 
also Brisson, 2002; Pedersen, in prep.).

a bRIDGe aCROSS bORDeRS 

Like many ‘dramatic’ events, experiences of 
sexualised coercion are discursively over-
determined, as well as being what could be called 
‘under-determined non-events’ (Asplund, 1987; 
Pedersen 2005). They are over-determined in the 
sense that they are often excessively dramatised 
and publicised by the media, and under-determined 
in the sense that voices of women concerned are 
rarely heard either in the media or in daily 
interaction. The context of hospitalisation is 
associated with physical and psychological loss of 
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agency, as well as with often pacifying assistance in 
(re)gaining agency. Attending sessions at a hospital 
may enhance the catastrophe- and helplessness-
oriented over-determination of experiences of 
coercion. What is more, under-determination may be 
emphasised by the extraordinary anonymity 
connected to the support facilities and their radical 
separation from everyday experience.

In the group practices studied for this project, 
the privileged authority conferred on professionals 
was ‘diluted’ through the privileged authority 
ascribed to other participants, who became intimate 
strangers dealing with comparable problems.  
Over time, some women also undertook shared 
activities such as going out for coffee after sessions 
and pursuing interests together, and eventually 
became intimate friends. In this way, a bridge was 
formed between practices in the institutional 
hospital setting and in other contexts of the 
women’s lives. 

Looked upon this way, participating in a group, 
trying to make sense of the experience of sexualised 
coercion and striving to deal with its aftermaths, 
may be conceptualised as a ‘border activity’ 
between the practices in the hospital setting and 
everyday life. Practices and experiences within the 
group may even partly change problematic meanings 
associated with hospital services. Through 
comparing experiences, as well as achieving 
recognition and support from non-professional 
experts, participants may become less dependent on 
professional help (Cornett et. al., 2002). 

STIGmaTISaTION aND ISOlaTION

Having examined some common issues 
regarding consultations and psychosocial group 
sessions, let us turn to issues directly related to 
women who have been subjected to sexualised 
coercion. All the women in the group stated in their 
first individual session that their greatest concern 
was who to tell about the event. In western cultures, 
women exposed to violence such as sexualised 
coercion seem to be vulnerable to stigmatisation 
(Clemans, 2005). Discourses and practices of 
victimisation may bracket  aspects of personhood 
and reduce them to discredited characteristics 
connected to ‘victimhood’ (Renzetti,1999). 
Different aspects of potentially violent experiences 
such as sexualised coercion and its aftermath may 
contribute to stigmatisation and consequently to 

different forms of isolation (Pedersen & Stormhøj 
2006; Refby, 2001). For the women in this project, 
the personal meanings of the events, and 
subsequent distress, were often underestimated, 
overestimated, dramatised, redefined, or not 
recognised by significant others. For instance, after 
informing her employer of her experience, one 
young woman was sacked. The employer stated that 
she could not take responsibility for keeping her on 
the job when she had had ‘such a traumatising 
experience’. This woman’s experience was 
remarkable but not unusual.

Many questions the women had to deal with, 
and which they also asked themselves, were 
associated with blame and self-blame: ‘Why didn’t 
you defend yourself?’, ‘Why didn’t you do anything?’ 
At the same time, they often had no clear personal 
standpoint on the meanings of what had happened 
(see also Brockmeier, 2008; Gavey, 2005). Feelings 
of shame are also frequently referred to in works 
discussing events such as sexualised coercion (see 
Herman, 1992). In this project, such feelings were 
related to ‘not having done anything about it’, or to 
having ‘put myself and others in this situation’. 
Often, the participants in the project did not wish to 
talk about the event, or about related feelings, 
thoughts, and problems, outside individual sessions 
and the group. They thought others associated the 
event with sexuality, although that was an 
association that they rarely made with the event 
and/or the feelings of shame (Sidenius and 
Pedersen, 2004). They worried about other possible 
comments, such as that the experience must be 
less (or more) traumatic than they expressed, or that 
it had not happened at all. In these circumstances, 
relating to persons who had not experienced sexual 
coercion could be difficult. One woman described it 
this way: 

Things have happened to you that cannot be 
identified by your friends, and all of a 
sudden their interests are different from 
yours. And even when you sit there 
surrounded by friends and stuff, you can feel 
so alone. And it is weird to sit there 
surrounded by friends feeling lonely. Because 
they cannot, they cannot really understand 
what is going on with you. 

Such obstacles to interaction were clearly 
reduced and often overcome in relation to peers in 
the group.
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Whether or not the women talked about the 
incident and its aftermath in other contexts, in 
everyday life meanings associated with the incident 
would be activated and these contributed to causing 
distress to the participants. Many experienced a 
greater or lesser life crisis in having to (re)evaluate 
their former, current, and future strategies of 
participation in social contexts (Carstensen et al., 
1981; Giddens, 1991). (Re)evaluations of the past 
were sometimes related to having been subjected to 
coercion by a man who had been regarded as a 
friend, or to thinking themselves to have previously 
been too trusting. 

Distress following the event, combined with the 
(re)evaluation and (re)organisation of the conduct of 
their daily life, brought about changes in the 
women’s social positions and possibilities for (inter)
action. Most of the women experienced these 
changes as personal insecurity and as constraining 
their everyday lives (Salkvist, 2006). One of the 
women described problems in relating to friends in 
the following way: ‘I think it bothered me a bit that 
I wasn’t this fun and outgoing type I used to be. 
That I was a bit quiet and a bit dull … so I missed 
this thing where you are just part of the group and 
have your usual role’.

Like the women in the group, some authors 
have pointed to sexualised coercion as an isolating 
experience (Bergart, 2003; Clemans, 2005; Koss & 
Harvey, 1991). Insecurity, marginalisation, and 
exclusion are personally experienced aspects of the 
contradictory, individualising, over- and under-
determining societal practices which ascribe certain 
meanings to victimisation through sexualised 
coercion. The experience of such practices and their 
meanings differ in diverse contexts. In the group, 
participants mentioned the value of identifying and 
reflecting on such societal practices. 

a mUlTIPlICITY Of aCCOUNTS aND ReSPONSeS 

Finding ways in which group sessions could 
recognise a multiplicity of accounts of experiences 
of sexualised coercion and ways of responding was 
significant. For instance, ‘not doing anything’ was 
recognised as a consciously chosen course of 
action, an option of agency that may be adequate in 
specific contexts. Recognition of the agency and 
thus of intentionality associated with participants’ 
actions assisted the deconstruction of self-blame 
and feelings of shame (Salkvist & Pedersen, in 

prep.). Several women said that hearing about the 
experiences of other women initiated a 
transformation of their initial perspective on their 
problems, which they no longer saw as exclusively 
related to individual aspects of agency but instead 
as related to societal practices connected to 
sexualised coercion. This contributed to the 
unfolding of personal perspectives and the 
discussion of strategies of action in the group. 
Sometimes, and for some of the women, this 
facilitated seeking support in other contexts.

Furthermore, the fact that having experienced 
sexualised coercion was a precondition for 
participation in this group of ‘non-professional 
experts’ encouraged the women to talk about 
aspects of their lives related to the event. Yet this 
characteristic of such groups may involve its own 
dilemmas. One participant had attended another 
group in which the focus of attention had been on 
‘common psychological’ aspects of sexualised 
victimisation. Initially, referring to women who had 
been exposed to sexualised coercion, this 
participant described their problems as ‘identical’. 
She later explained that this conception was 
inspired by the therapist who conducted the group 
she had previously attended. When the diversity of 
meanings of victimisation is neglected or excluded, 
social identities as victims may be developed and 
the apparent advantages of group sessions as safe 
and inclusive places may contribute to self-
stigmatisation and social exclusion. Dependency on 
professionals, their privileged discourses and on 
group participation may be strengthened. What is 
more, disclosures and personal reflections may then 
remain within the closed circuit of a group, 
constraining participation in other contexts (Cornett 
et al., 2002). 

INDIvIDUalISaTION aND GeNDeR

In her review of literature addressing the issue 
of gender and group work with women, Clemans 
(2005) finds what she terms ‘surprisingly’ few 
works. She also cites a review of feminist therapy 
which asks ‘what sets feminist therapy apart?’. In 
answer, the authors point to practices in which 
gender is explicitly examined or discussed (Gorey et 
al., 2002). This implies that in other approaches, 
gender is not present as an intentional and 
theoretically-founded conceptualisation of the 
feelings, cognition, actions, and social conditions of 
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the participants. But must sexualised coercion be 
conceptualised as gendered? Is it not sufficient to 
recognise the human distress involved? Is a critical 
gendering of the issues involved not a problematic 
politicisation of private, personal and professional 
questions?

Ronkainen (2001, 2002) has coined the term 
‘genderless gender’ for processes in which societal 
arrangements and rhetorical strategies such as that 
of ‘the individual self’ make intrinsically gendered 
practices unrecognisable as such. Masculine 
domination, and the way it assumes an implicitly 
self-evident, and thus often not specified, status in 
societal processes concerning women, has been 
called the paradigm of symbolic domination 
(McNay, 1999). In neutralising gender, dominant 
discourses draw on not yet effectuated ideals of 
gender equality (Ronkainen, 2001). Whether they 
are theoretical, or concern psychological practices, 
or are part of folk psychology, gender-neutralising 
discourses and practices exclude personal as well as 
political questions and strategies of action 
concerning connections between the meanings of 
gender and sexualised coercion. Psychologisation 
and pathologisation are related to discourses of the 
individual self. They disconnect personal agency 
from concrete contexts of everyday lives. This has 
consequences for personal perspectives on and 
theoretical conceptualisations of experiences of 
sexualised coercion: ‘Womanhood, weakness and 
victimisation are mutually associated. Investment in 
the gender-neutral identity of the abstract individual 
creates a trap of subjectivity for women in a society 
which is still asymmetrical and gendering’ 
(Ronkainen, 2001). When sexualised coercion is not 
identified as a gendered societal phenomenon,  but 
implicitly connected to essentialised femininity, it is 
instead attributed to an implicitly naturalised 
victimisation of women and of some men (see 
Kimmel 1994), and gives rise to self-blaming and 
powerlessness. 

Professionals intend to be supportive. But the 
combination of the contextual aspects of mainstream 
therapy, exclusive and professionalised expertise on 
personal concerns, dependency on professionals for 
support with regard to specific issues, and gender 
neutralisation of the events may individualise 
personal responsibility for loss of agency. What is 
more, theories developed in such contexts may 
reflect individual victimisation as the central aspect 
of the meanings of sexualised coercion. 

Seen from this angle, this study clearly points to 
the importance of a gender critical approach. The 
women in the group were subjected to sexualised 
coercion by men (see also Emerson & Frosh, 2001) 
and this experience became part of their 
perspectives on gender. On their own initiative, 
several of the women addressed questions of gender 
in the group. One woman described how she now 
disliked looking at shop window displays of sexy 
underwear with her boyfriend, adding that he had 
always been more interested in this activity than 
she had. Other women talked about their difficulties 
in avoiding men’s flirting, and of the ubiquity of 
pornographic pictures of women in stores. Some (re)
evaluated their relations to specific men, and some 
voiced increased and explicit awareness of gender 
inequalities. Gender was clearly part of the general 
(re)evaluation of the conduct of their lives. Not 
making space for gendered distinctions and 
reflections in this project would have meant 
disregarding the personal and social meanings, 
concerns and courses of action that participants 
brought to group sessions (see also Dahl, 1993). 
What’s more, there might have been a risk that (re)
evaluations of personal meanings of gender would 
be interpreted as individual and pathological 
responses to sexualised coercion. With a critical 
approach to gendered victimisation and the 
sexualisation of gender relations, however, these (re)
evaluations may be understood as a development of 
different and helpful understandings of the 
problematic aspects of these relations (Pedersen, in 
press).

Personal experiences were more readily 
recognised as gendered during group sessions than 
in individual consultations. However, the discursive 
gendering of experiences holds certain pitfalls. 
Although sexualised coercion and its aftermaths are 
gendered experiences, the ways in which this is 
understood are diverse. Furthermore, the 
generalisation of questions of gender may not 
always lead the way to a richer understanding of 
personal experiences, but may instead reduce them 
to generalised and de-situated meanings, promoting 
a perspective that essentialises gender. 

aGeNCY ON The aGeNDa

The overarching theme suggested by the 
empirical material gathered from the group and the 
entire study is agency. Opposing the mutual 
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associations of womanhood, weakness, and 
victimisation, women’s participation in this group 
elucidated the significance of women’s agency. As 
this stands in opposition to concrete experiences of 
loss of self-determination related to sexualised 
coercion, a central issue in support initiatives must 
be to facilitate (re)gaining agency and to explore 
how this may be realised. This involves providing 
opportunities for developing critically-informed 
personal perspectives, standpoints, and practices 
concerning the event and its aftermaths, during 
group sessions as well as in daily life. This may 
contribute to the personal and shared 
deconstruction of individualisation and 
pathologisation, of blaming and self-blaming 
discourses, and make new actions possible. 

Mardorossian (2002) addresses central aspects 
of this constellation of goals in a discussion of the 
historical development of support practices. 
Participants in the feminist counselling groups that 
were organised at the start of the 1970s in the 
United States and elsewhere were often stigmatised 
and marginalised but their actions contributed to 
social inclusion. What’s more, these groups 
recognised that group therapists were part of the 
same stigmatised and marginalised group – in other 
words, these groups enabled the empowerment of 
both parties. It became possible to voice hitherto 
unformulated problems, or to formulate differently 
problems which women had previously been 
excluded from defining. Dominant discourses and 
practices were challenged and, at least locally, 
changed. It became an option to participate in the 
formation and re-formation of such counselling 
groups, and in the development of the political and 
non-governmental organisations that organised 
them. Conditions for the development of personal 
agency through inclusion and recognition were 
created and, at the same time, efforts were made to 
change gendered marginalisation and professional 
practices. (Re)gaining influence on the conditions of 
one’s personal life and on the life of the community, 
and even developing one’s perspectives on, and 
positions in, communities and broader societal 
processes, were supported and furthered as part of 
the feminist project. Today, this is an aspect of 
support initiatives that is not addressed in 
mainstream psychosocial approaches. What is more, 
formerly critical non-governmental support systems 
make efforts to obtain legitimacy and funding 

through mainstream professionalisation 
(Mardorossian, unpub. presentation; Pedersen & 
Stormhøj, 2006). Thus their ability to contribute to 
questioning broader societal processes diminishes.4

(Re)gaining and developing agency, then, is not 
as readily facilitated within mainstream 
institutionalised support. Furthermore, as part of 
the societal privileging of the perspectives of 
professionals, standardised models of therapy and 
institutional arrangements may well mainly reflect 
institutional requirements and perspectives of many 
professional workers, rather than those of the other 
participants. Nevertheless, even when professional 
therapists are working within restrictive 
institutionalised frameworks, there are ways of 
effectively supporting the (re)development of 
women’s agency within group sessions (Swan, 
1999). These include addressing the diverse 
experiences of the participants and ensuring 
participants have choice and influence over aspects 
of the program. 

ChOICe aND INflUeNCe

Although institutional arrangements may to a 
greater or lesser extent facilitate the participation of 
non-professionals in organisational decision-making, 
enabling women to (re)conquer agency in shaping 
sessions in accordance with their own preferences 
and interests seems significant. Participants do not 
often comment on the arrangements of groups on 
their own initiative. Both professionals and non-
professionals often take such arrangements for 
granted and adapt to them, even when other 
arrangements may be more meaningful to all 
concerned. Therefore continual reflection on, and 
evaluation of, the appropriateness and usefulness of 
sessions was undertaken in this group.

Questions of choice and influence may include 
the number of times participation in group sessions 
is advisable, at what point after the experience of 
coercion they should take place, the length of the 
sessions, the rules and the place of participation, 
which themes should be discussed and when, and 
their possible interpretations. An example from this 
study of organisational participation was that 
participants determined for themselves the number 
of times they attended group sessions. Their choices 
were understood as aspects of the regulation of 
their personal preference for institutional support. 
In addition, participants’ choice of which themes to 
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focus on not only allowed for their relevance as 
related to issues of agency, but engendered new 
perspectives on the personal meanings of sexualised 
coercion.

In organising group sessions, issues of choice, 
influence, and agency are accentuated by the 
diversity of preferences and interests in the lives of 
participants (see also Højholt, 2006). One example 
from the group was of a woman whose experience of 
sexual coercion was not as recent as that of the 
other participants. She still wished to attend group 
sessions, saying that the group was important to her 
since other members made her aware of how far she 
had come in her efforts to manage the personal 
meanings and consequences of the event of 
sexualised coercion. Her participation seemed to 
help her understand and (re)formulate her 
experiences and standpoints and her assistance of 
others brought new meaning to her. At the same 
time, several other participants said that her 
participation was important to them as she was 
supportive in recognising their experiences, and that 
as she had done well, her example helped them 
keep up hope. They wanted her to stay in the group. 
After a few sessions, however, she decided that her 
participation was inhibiting her in developing 
agency and so decided to leave.5

Owing to the many psychosocial problems that 
arose in the lives of group participants in the 
aftermath of sexual coercion, attendance was 
unstable. A couple of women left the group because 
they had to move for reasons related to the event of 
coercion. Others absented themselves because they 
had lost their jobs and had to look for new ones, or 
attend meetings at social offices to apply for 
financial support. Furthermore, some developed 
physical ailments that necessitated attending 
medical treatment (Pedersen & Stormhøj, 2006). 
Such aspects of participation suggest that all group-
work with the goal of supporting the development of 
agency must be organised exploratively and flexibly, 
with regard not only to themes discussed but also to 
organisational frames. 

ReSISTaNCe OR aSPeCTS Of aGeNCY 

Guilfoyle (2001) proposes that one way of 
countering limitations and possible subjugation in 
therapy is through highlighting and analysing 
‘resistance’ in participants’ narratives. His examples 
of resistance are occasions in which participants do 

not accept the interpretative narratives and 
discourses proposed by the professional participant, 
but insist on their own perspective. An example 
from this project is when women insist on not 
defining their experiences as traumatic, or on 
explaining that what happened in the aftermath of 
coercion was more difficult for them to cope with. A 
professional may interpret this as ‘resistance’, that 
is, as repression of feelings connected to a 
traumatic experience. She may then try to confront 
or circumvent this ‘resistance’, and propose 
interpretations that would connect to the ‘repressed 
feelings’. Guilfoyle’s approach to ‘resistance’ 
suggests that voicing such perspectives may be an 
expression of agency and of the personal experience 
of the person expressing resistance. Therefore, in 
both individual sessions and in groups, resistance 
must be respected and self-critically reflected on by 
the professional to avoid imposing institutionalised 
‘psy’ discourses (see also Rose, 1998). According to 
Guilfoyle (2001), avoiding subjugation in 
psychosocial support means questioning the whole 
complex of psychological objectives and techniques 
that construct certain kinds of psychological 
problem – here, diverse approaches to what is 
conceptualised as traumatisation caused by 
sexualised coercion (Guilfoyle, 2001). It means 
recognising diversity in and of personal 
perspectives. In the case of sexualised coercion, the 
imposition of psychological objectives and 
techniques may repeat victimisation, be counter-
productive in supporting efforts at (re)developing 
agency, and strengthen the associations analysed by 
Rokainen (2001) between womanhood, weakness 
and victimisation.

If professionals wish to contribute to the (re)
gaining of agency following sexualised coercion, 
finding ways to ensure recognition is given to the 
diversity in and of personal perspectives seems 
imperative. 

CONClUDING RefleCTIONS 

In this study, the central issue of the group was 
the (re)development of agency following experiences 
of sexualised coercion, and participation was 
understood as a relationship between differently 
positioned experts. Stressing the potential of a 
multiplicity of expert perspectives meant 
acknowledging diversity not only in the personal 
meanings of sexualised coercion, but also in 
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personal distress and capacities, and in the need for 
the (re)orientation of standpoints in dealing with the 
conduct of daily lives. Explicitly recognising and in 
this way legitimising personal perspectives, 
facilitated reflections on personal meanings as well 
as on common issues and promoted agency in the 
place of pathology. The process allowed for dealing 
with the over- and under-determined character of 
societal meanings of sexualised coercion, and for 
dealing with self-blame, social isolation outside the 
group, and the risk that participation in the group 
might lead to dependency.

At the same time, paying attention to gendered 
meanings of experience was found to be necessary.  
Ignoring gendered meanings was seen to contribute 
to the individualisation and pathologisation of the 
meanings of coercion. But in both support practices 
and in research, taking gender into account will 
require reflection on the personal positions and 
methodological approaches of professionals. In 
some circumstances, professionals who are willing 
to focus on the personal and societal meanings of 
gender may run the risk of being dismissed as 
feminist, political, and consequently as 
unprofessional or even unethical (see also 
Callaghan, 2005). 

Individual consultations may be conducted in 
ways which encompass the diverse perspectives of 
participants. But perspectives developed during 
group sessions which focus on diversity and agency 
may in some ways be richer than those generated in 
individual support and research contexts. Empirical 
knowledge from such groups may reduce the risk of 
generating reductionist reflections of the setting in 
which they take place, and instead contribute to a 
development of psychosocial practices as well as to 
research approaches. Yet, the findings presented in 
this article on problems in the aftermath of 
sexualised coercion should not be uncritically 
generalised. One problem in obtaining knowledge 
from this group was that all the participants were 
gravely disturbed by the events of coercion and their 
aftermath. This was not the case for all the women 
making use of the services of the Center for Victims 
of Sexual Assault, nor is it for all those women who 
have not asked for professional help (Pedersen, 
2003). For this and other reasons, meanings and 
practices concerning the experience of sexualised 
coercion must always be explored in their relations 
to personal/local/cultural and historical conditions 

(Pedersen, 2008). They are only comparable insofar 
as the events of coercion, the societal conditions for 
the development of conduct of lives, and personal 
meanings are comparable.

The group sessions discussed in this article and 
the knowledge generated from them can be 
understood as an explorative practice research 
project. This was a project in which the 
participation and influence of non-professional 
expert participants continually informed theory and 
played a part in developing practice. It’s my hope 
that this kind of project may be relevant to other 
practice-settings. 

NOTeS
1 Rikke Spjæt Salkvist was the invaluable research 

assistant in this project. She contributed numerous 
ideas and discussions as well as literature suggestions, 
especially on group work. I want to thank her and the 
staff of Centre for Victims of Sexual Assault, especially 
Katrine Sidenius, for making the project possible and 
for their continual support. 

2 I use the term ’sexualised coercion’ because the 
women themselves rarely understand their experience 
as a sexual one. 

3 As the knowledge generated from this particular project 
is situated and concrete it cannot, and should not, be 
generalised without further discussion.

4 This criticism, however, does not imply that NGO 
practices in which the broaching of gendered aspects 
of sexualised coercion was and is legitimate should be 
ignored as possible sources of knowledge and 
inspiration. 

5 This woman’s comments show how the participation of 
others creates possibilities as well as limitations for the 
individual. Other women’s evaluations of their 
participation highlighted similar questions, including: 
Should it be possible to join and leave the group as 
one wishes? How should the group be started, and with 
how many participants? When should it meet, and at 
which venue? Perhaps for reasons related to the rigidity 
of hospital routines, these questions were seldom 
raised in the institutional context of the project, and so 
there was no opportunity to relate these issues to 
possible agency in the diversity of clients’ lives. This 
limited the development of group-work and the study 
of its possibilities.
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Victimisation and relations of Symbolic Violence.   

            The hours of the day 

                        those are the ones I struggle to kill 

                                                                   for I am empty 

                      I have been deprived of joy!  

             

                                                   It is loathing I wish to pursue 

                                                                              I want to drown myself in a soul 

                                                                             but am too week 

                                                                            Deliver me… 

Hannah 18 

1. Introduction
The lines from Hannah’s poem above are excerpts. They express, as does the 

complete version, thoughts and feelings that most of us connect with having been 

subjected to sexualised coercion1. That this connection is not always as simple and 

linear as we may think, and why this may be so, are the turning points of this paper. 

In 2002-2003 I was employed as a psychologist and researcher at Centre for Victims 

of Sexual Assault in Copenhagen (Sidenius & Pedersen 2004). Reviewing the 

international literature I found it vast and diverse. Some older publications 

conceptualise the consequences of sexualised coercion as a life crisis, there is also a 

body of work with a psychoanalytic approach, but overall the concepts of trauma

and of Post Traumatic Stress Disorder dominate the field. Studies are thus rarely 

concerned with the - in victimology particularly precarious - question of agency, nor 

with questions of culture (Salkvist & Pedersen 2008, Pedersen 2007).

Furthermore although women still dominate the Danish rape statistics, it is 

paradoxically and generally assumed that gender equality has been fully achieved in 

our country. Consequently national research rarely includes a gender perspective or 

other aspects of psycho-social conditions related to the phenomenon. In similarity 

with mainstream professional discourses as well as with folk psychology (Bruner 

1990), research most commonly represents sexualised coercion as an individual and 
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particularly traumatic experience. The overwhelming impression left by dominant 

discourses and their use of physical metaphors is then that sexualised coercion is an 

act performed by deviant men, is always ‘traumatising’, and leaves anyone subjected 

to it in great and identical forms of distress. As exceptions to this widespread 

individualisation of the issue many feminist studies, mainly British and American, 

understand victimisation as a social question of gender. Yet feminist or not, very few 

studies are based on the perspectives of women themselves, and with a few notable 

exceptions most also generalise unchallenged assumptions about the traumatising 

meanings of the events (cf. Gavey 2005, Marecek 1999).  

2. Symbolic Violence and Participation in Everyday Life. 
No matter who is subjected to it, and what it means to them, sexualised coercion is 

without doubt violence and a crime, in as much as it negates human rights of self-

determination with regards to where and with whom I choose to have sex  (Laudrup 

& Rabæk 2006), what kind of sex is good sex, just sex, bad sex, or rape (Gavey 

ibid).  Yet recognizing this does not exclude the necessity of raising new questions 

concerning our understanding of victimisation such as questions of why sexualised 

coercion it is committed, of its links to societal conditions, or even questions that 

may challenge the taken for granted association of ‘trauma’ with sexualised coercion 

(Mardorossian 2002). Such questions must be explored by diverse disciplines, and in 

theory as well as in practice (cf. Marquard 1997). 

As a contribution to the exploration of the subject, I examine the personal meanings 

of sexualised coercion from a social-psychological point of view that permits an 

analytical embedding of social phenomena in situated historical and cultural 

practices. With a take off in women’s 1st. person perspectives, my endeavour is to 

understand the social and personal meanings of sexualised coercion.

My theoretical basis is a critical theory of the subject (Dreier 2008, Holzkamp 1998, 

Nissen 2005). But because this is primarily a psychological approach, I find it needs 

to be supplemented with sociological approaches. One such approach is Bourdieu’s, 

and for reasons that will hopefully become clear I have chosen to explore the 

analytical possibilities of his concept of symbolic violence.  

2
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According to Bourdieu relations of physical and societal power are simultaneously 

expressed symbolically. Yet, although related to societal relations such as economy 

and politics, symbols, symbolic distinctions and relations like the ones produced in 

science, religion and education, do not automatically nor directly mirror societal 

power relations of the former kind. Conversely symbolic relations are relatively 

autonomous, concealing their dependence on other societal relations of power.  

Acts of submission and obedience to all kinds of social relations of power involve 

cognitive and emotional processes, forms and categories of perception, principles of 

vision and division (Bourdieu 1998:53). As such symbolic power is embedded in 

praxis through the practices of concrete persons, and contributes to them. It is 

constituted through processes of embodiment of classifications in personal 

standpoints, frequently in the shape of tacit and pre-reflexive agreement with 

dominant meanings attributed to diverse aspects of life. In this way symbolic 

violence itself rests on the adjustments of the relationship between forms of 

subjectivity, that are constitutive of the dominated and dominant (Bourdieu ibid:121)  

as well as dependent on concrete and situated social structurations of domination.  

Bourdieu designates the embodiment of gender inequality, in which he regards both 

men and women as ‘willing’ accomplices, as the paradigm of symbolic violence 

(Bourdieu 1990:170, McNay 1999:99).  One aspect of the dynamics of symbolic 

violence is that ‘dominated’ ways of conducting life are almost always perceived, 

even by dominated subjects, from the limiting and reductive points of view of 

dominant perspectives (Bourdieu ibid:9). As symbolic power relations, and the 

symbolic violence they engender constitute concealed relations of violence, 

seemingly not connected to other relations of power, it is a form of violence to which 

one may comply with “grace”. Whereas refusal or even resistance to comply may 

engender reinforced symbolic violence (as in social marginalisation), and/or physical 

violence. An illustration hereof is when women, although not wanting it, subject to 

intercourse. Even having protested, they may subject to it, and it is then rarely 

considered to be “real rape” (Gavey ibid)2, while resistance and sometimes even 

non-resistance may elicit physical violence, as in the case of what we consider to be  

“real rape”. Based on socially incorporated beliefs and expectations symbolic 

violence thus extorts submission, in this case sexualised submission of women, 

which is not or infrequently perceived and condemned as such (Bourdieu ibid:103). 
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Another effect of symbolic violence may be the transfiguration of dominance and 

submission into affective relations (Bourdieu ibid:102), as in marriages and other 

couple relationships involving personal restrictions on each others lives, or even 

forced intercourse and other relations of physical violence. 

In my exploration of the meanings of sexualised coercion I draw on this 

understanding of symbolic violence as a form of violence, which is not necessarily 

directly expressed or enforced by physical violence, but embedded in specific social 

practices and embodied by the subject. Its influence in smoothing over potential 

conflicts of interest, such as gendered ones, in the participation of subjects in 

everyday life is not exclusively that it conceals conflicting interests. It is equally that 

relations of power in everyday life - also in its more extreme forms such as 

sexualised coercion - appear to be general, natural and unavoidable. The overall 

effect is that relations of power become implicit and simultaneously known to all, 

but in warped and indiscernible forms.

3. The Diagnostic Approach
By analytically connecting symbolic relations of power to dominant and dominating 

social practices, one may identify diverse relations of symbolic violence. In the case 

of the personal meanings of sexualised coercion there are at least two intersecting 

forms of relations at play, namely the practices of the psy disciplines (Rose 1998) 

and gendered practices.

First let us examine aspects of how the psy complex (Parker 2001)3 is involved in 

creating distinctions in the meanings of sexualised coercion. Bourdieu relates 

symbolic relations, as the ones involved in the psy complex, to markets (Bourdieu in 

Brunner 1996/2003:114). This is thought provoking as it reveals one aspect of 

victimisation, which is often neglected. It is connected to a multi-million dollar 

industry partially dependent on the “catch all” diagnostic concept of Post Traumatic 

Stress Disorder (APA 2000, Linder 2004).  Sale of tests, questionnaires, diagnostic 

instruments, treatment packages, and many jobs rely on its use. And to boot 

diagnosis and treatment of ‘PTSD’ has become an industry travelling the world. 
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But although the diagnostic approach appears to be helpful, it implies aspects of 

symbolic violence. In the contested name of objectivity (Danziger 1990, 1977) it is 

assumed that ‘trauma’ and ‘traumatic experiences’ are the same to all people at all 

times and places, result in the same personal problems, and may thus be defined in 

disregard of its multiple personal meanings. This is a reductive approach that 

detaches human suffering from personal, concrete and intentional participation 

situated in cultural and historical relations of power and domination. 

In mainstream studies of the meanings of sexualised coercion women’s 1st. person 

perspectives on their intentional conduct of life are not included, thus robbing them 

of intentionality and agency (Pedersen 2008 a and c, Salkvist & Pedersen ibid). 

Instead, through the generalisations of dominant and privileged perspectives of 

researchers and professional practitioners their dilemmas and difficulties are 

pathologised (Danziger ibid, Dreier ibid). Masking the connections of their problems 

to gendered societal relations, and to the domination of the women as well as of 

professionals by institutionalised and commercialised aspects of symbolic violence 

connected to the psy complex, this underpins dominant victim and victimising 

gendered discourses (Ronkainen 2001). Thus women subjected to sexualised 

coercion may be blamed, and blame themselves, for not being cautious enough and 

not having taken responsibility for their own safety. Additionally they are seen as 

suffering from the ‘inevitable’ and pathological consequences of naturalised events 

of sexualised coercion, as well as in more or less inescapable need of professional 

help.

4. Gendered Perspectives
Now and secondly, let us turn to questions of gender and symbolic violence.  

Ronkainen (ibid) proposes the concept of genderless gender for individualising 

discursive practices that mask connections between gendered domination of women 

and certain discourses and practices. She constructs what may be seen as a 

specification of Bourdieu’s conceptualisation of the domination of women as 

symbolic violence.  

An important feature of her analysis is that, since genderless gender is at play, 

women in general appear as natural victims, while paradoxically physical violence 

against them is not understood as connected to gendered practices of dominance and 
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submission. Instead when subjected to it, women will be understood as exceptions 

from the norm, as unlucky, especially weak and/or will be pathological. Likewise 

acts of coercion are seen as executed by pathological and/or criminal individuals 

(Emmerson P. & Frosh 2001). Such discourses are supported by the sometimes 

subtle and sometimes blatant individualisation, sexualisation and dramatisation of 

RAPE by the media. They are also supported by professionals who often describe 

sexualised coercion as ‘the trauma over all traumas, the one you never get over’. 

Furthermore, and as suggested above its occurrence is frequently accompanied by 

“woman blaming” (Roche & Wood 2005). In this sense the experience is 

discursively over-determined. Personal perspectives on sexualised coercion may 

draw on these discourses. Still they are diverse as they are developed in - and  

mediated through - a diversity of situated societal and personal practices. But they 

are simultaneously impoverished, for reasons related to its over-determination, by 

the absence of the nuances of 1st. person perspectives in the public arena. Seen from 

this angle the personal meanings of the events are also discursively under-

determined.  

Thus in the conduct of lives of the women over-determined discourses may prevail 

over their own frailer and under-determined experiences. They may then perceive 

and interpret their feelings, thoughts and actions through individualising, and 

stigmatising professional - and folk psychological – distinctions, and risk adopting a 

reductive perception of themselves as pathologic victims.  Perceptions like these, 

and emotional predispositions that accompany them, are often incapacitating. What 

is more, they limit possible and especially critical approaches to what has happened 

to them, and consequently limit their potentials for agency (cf. Johannson 2007). 

Consequently in the aftermaths of the psychosocial and physical violence of 

sexualised coercion women may collaborate unwittingly in their own victimisation, 

e.g. in forms of symbolic and institutionalised violence they are being subjected to in 

the aftermaths. Such aspects of victimisation emphasise conceptions of sexualised 

coercion as in itself the real, sole and/or primary cause of suffering, while its 

historical context and its aftermaths are at best conceptualised as independent factors  

aggravating natural ‘psychological reactions’ to trauma. In complete accordance 

with relations of symbolic violence at play in the field this is designated as 
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secondary victimisation, instead of understood as contextualisation and re-

contextualisation of the personal meanings of coercion. 

4. Aftermaths
My interest in and analysis of the mechanisms of symbolic violence is not 

exclusively based on theoretical deliberations and the meagre critical literature 

available in the subject. It is developed in and through an analysis of case reports 

from 40 series of consultations supplemented with 15 interviews. Like most research 

mine is also based on narratives of women who seek professional support. But in 

addition I had conversations with women who hat not received such support. These 

women, like some of those who had contacted the centre I worked at, had not 

consistently experienced the events as traumatising (Pedersen 2003). This is 

surprising in as much as it contradicts dominant trauma discourses and its 

designation of women as victims. 

Another relatively unique aspect of my study is that it catches reflections and 

deliberations of women on the personal meanings of sexualised coercion as they 

emerged and were attributed in the conduct of their lives over time and place. These 

reflections and deliberations indicate how, and how much, the difficulties and 

sufferings of the women were related to diverse practices in which they took part - 

and were subjected to - in the aftermaths of coercion. Suffering connected to being 

questioned by police, waiting for trial are aspects well known from other studies (cf. 

Guldberg 2006). But in addition not being believed, being treated and stigmatised as 

incapacitated victims or as irresponsible women, being stalked and threatened by 

perpetrators, being left by boy friends, criticised by friends and relatives, excluded 

for studies, work and other social situations that demand your full engagement or 

enjoyment, sometimes resulting in economic difficulties and social isolation 

characterised the experiences of many. In as much as they interacted in their 

personal conduct of life, and at times even constituted aspects of vicious cycles 

(Pedersen & Stormhøj ibid) such problems had complex situated constellations of 

personal meanings.  Interestingly, especially as compared to dominant discourses, 

the young woman who wrote the poem above recaptured aspects of her experience 

over time in the following way: “… I think maybe (the meanings of) the event of 
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coercion itself lasted 30 percent of the time, and then all the rest 70”. Her 

experience spectacularly contradicts our expectation that the event of sexualised 

coercion as such, invariably is the primary cause of distress.

Additionally and over time consultations showed that the women who suffered most, 

were those to which the event had posed the greatest physical threat and/or whose 

general situation, like Hannah’s was most problematic. When they showed some of 

the ‘symptoms’ of ‘PTSD’, they had very diverse personal meanings, and were 

frequently directly linked to aspects of life after coercion. Many of their problems 

were directly or indirectly connected to gendering of relations. But for example 

changes in personal perspectives on sexualisation of women in public spaces and in 

the media was frequently understood by others as a symptom of traumatisation, 

instead of as a newly developed and relevant critical standpoint unmasking symbolic 

and other relations of violence. The same was the case for other changes they 

experienced in gendered and sexual relations (Pedersen 2008b). Significantly they 

were changes that the women customarily, or even exclusively, expressed in 

concluding interviews when asked about such phenomena. One may assume that 

symbolic violence constituted by dominant and individualising Danish discourses on 

gender relations and on ‘traumatisation’ co-determined the fragility of the expression 

of such and other reflections.  But the women’s emphasis on contexts and aftermaths 

challenges our cause and effect notions and the de-situation embedded in abstract 

notions of trauma, of Post Traumatic Stress Disorder, as well of primary and 

secondary ‘traumatisation’ (Pedersen 2008a). This may help explain why some 

women, even some of those who contacted the centre, did not experience what we 

call traumatisation. 

5. Conclusions
In relation to questions of ‘traumatisation’ a descriptive and analytic concept of   

symbolic violence, in which it is understood as mediated through reflected, situated 

and complex personal participation in life, seems useful in a double sense: Firstly it 

helps getting a critical grasp on institutionalised and everyday life processes that co-

create what we conceptualise and objectify as trauma and traumatisation. Doing so, 

it deepens our understanding of why not all ‘traumatic’ events are experienced as 

8
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such by all people. Secondly it helps us understand how victimisation and 

‘traumatisation’ do not result from unique events, but are generated in personal 

participation over time and place. Individualisation, naturalisation, pathologisation 

and victimisation can thus be unmasked as institutionalised, dominant, dominating, 

gendered and gendering practices of symbolic and other kinds of relations of 

violence, as well as be connected to historical and cultural relations of power. 

Thus it is my contention that diverse relations of symbolic violence imbedded a. o. in 

folk psychology - and interconnected with 4social sciences and other practices - co-

determining the personal and social meanings of  ‘traumatic events’. In this process 

what we expect to be a ‘traumatising’ experience may not always be so. Meanwhile 

we may be blind to other but connected and severely agency restricting social 

processes and their consequences. Embodied dominant discourses and practices that 

facilitate the collaboration of men and women in subjecting and victimising practices 

contribute to the difficulties of women exposed to sexualised coercion. For one 

thing, it may mean that they are additionally victimised by being defined by 

gendering and pathologising concepts reducing them to mere victims.  

1 When not referring to dominant discourses, I use the term ‘sexualised coercion’ instead 
of rape. I do so for several reason, some of which are: 1) That it does not differentiate
between rape and attempted rape, and thus does not lean on a common assumption that 
rape is more “traumatising” than attempted rape, 2) that dominant and public discourses 
on rape are often dramatising and exploited in media representations, and 3) that for this 
and other reasons many women I spoke to were critical of the term, especially when 
used in the constellation  “rape victims”.  
But it is important to note that, as sexual abuse in childhood is not immediately 
comparable to rape and attempted rape, my paper does not apply to this subject. 

2 There are indications that this may be changing in Denmark. 

3 Parker designate the network of theories and practices concerned with psychological 
governance and self-reflection in Western cultures the ”psy complex”. 

4 Folk psychology draws heavily on academic psychology and vise versa (Danziger 
1990, Rose 1998) raising questions pertaining to the ethical and political obligations of 
the research community (Montero 2002).
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