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Introduction

It was a school night and we should have been in bed, and asleep, hours ago. On our way back from a gig, my friend and I had been dropped at the bus station in the middle of town and from there decided to walk the quickest route home – rather than the busiest or best-lit – to make up for the lost time. Two 17-year-old girls pacing alongside the suburban Essex bypass, a steady stream of cars driving by.

A lone man came into view on the path ahead. Standing in the centre of the pavement he was moving slowly towards us. Objectively, nothing had yet happened to indicate we should be scared – and of course we outnumbered him two to one – but my stomach lurched all the same. The only other routes available at this point were to turn back to where we’d come from, moving further away from the safety of our beds and still with no guarantee of security, to divert into a dark and totally empty park or to keep walking straight ahead. We quickened the pace, walking onwards, clasping our hands together.

No longer on the horizon, the man was now only a couple of feet away, eyes fixed on us. My mind raced through the numerous ways we could have avoided being in this situation: a different route, an earlier time, not going out at all. He said and did nothing as we passed – less than a metre apart – but as we glanced back, he was no longer walking in the opposite direction but had turned and was following us. Our unspoken fear felt realised: we ran.

This is not a remarkable story. It is painfully commonplace, taken from an encyclopaedic bank of stories that will ring familiar to women and girls, of all ages, across the UK. It ended when we, breathlessly, reached a nearby fish and chip shop that was mercifully open and occupied by a handful of people. Although there was no physical violence in this encounter, the underlying threat that we felt in those two minutes offers a snapshot into women’s everyday fear of men’s potential for violence. It shows the way that this fear can restrict our freedom to claim space in the world and the constant work to keep ourselves safe or the self-policing we undertake in a bid to mitigate the risk, despite knowing it is ultimately futile if a man really wishes to do us harm.

In the last few years, newspaper headlines, TV bulletins, radio broadcasts and conversations on social media have been dominated by high-profile examples of violence against women. Countless numbers of supposedly watershed moments and the media circus that ensues. The murders of Sabina Nessa, Ashling Murphy, Sarah Everard, Gabby Petito, Bibaa Henry, Nicole Smallman, Joy Morgan, Libby Squire, Grace Millane, and the many other women who got nowhere near the same level of column inches or attention. There has also been a widely documented rise in reports of drink spiking at nightclubs and the launch of campaigns like Soma Sara’s Everyone’s Invited, exposing rape culture in schools and higher education. The Covid-19 lockdown saw domestic abuse spiral to record highs with helplines like Refuge reporting a 60 per cent rise in the number of monthly contacts in what was described as a ‘shadow pandemic’. Women’s Aid reported that at one point in lockdown they had a queue of 21,000 users trying to access their live chat support. Even attempts by women to demonstrate solidarity and grief, like the Clapham Common vigil for Sarah Everard in March 2021, resulted in state violence. 

Although these instances of violence are shocking – dashcam footage, court documents and CCTV stills of final bus journeys or supermarket trips, bringing the full horror of a woman’s last minutes into vivid and gruesome clarity – they are not surprising for women. Women are taught to live with a constant humming fear of men, an instinctive reflex, one that waxes and wanes on any given day, minute, moment. This does not mean they cower in sight of any and all men, but learn early that this is seen as a man’s world, we’re just living in it. To enter into public space is to do so at a potential cost to yourself, an eternal risk assessment. Of course, women know that not all men present a danger, but we can also never be sure which ones do.

In writing this book, I found it hard, almost impossible at times, to articulate the pervasiveness of this. For women, living with this knowledge is both excruciatingly conscious and at the same time so ingrained as to be invisible. It sits deep within me. It is self-preservation. It is the reason I have never walked alone through a park after dark, I sit near other women on the train if possible and I always know who is walking behind me. It is omnipresent.

Gender-based violence might be perceived as extreme – of course the consequences and harms are so – but seeing this violence only through a lens of extremity does a disservice to those it harms. It is not a lone force moving on the outskirts of society, it is the natural conclusion, a byproduct, of the patriarchal system and inequality we live under. The use of violence may feel disconnected from the everyday for many men, but it is made possible by a shared system that has preserved men’s dominance and women’s inferiority, held up by our history, our culture, our values, our media and our economic systems. In a society that still has a gender pay gap, is content with women doing millions of hours of unpaid labour each year, does not have an equal representation of women in politics, on screen, or in boardrooms, laughs at rape jokes and only recently removed topless women from the pages of national newspapers, is it any wonder we’re still struggling with violence fuelled by male entitlement and power? Because patriarchal violence is not just about individual men, it is a sign of a sprawling web of control that normalises and trivialises women being harmed.

There can be phenomenal reluctance to connect sexism and sexual violence with women’s lower economic, social and cultural standing, but this sub-status is implicitly linked. Because when society sees women’s needs, their wants, their ambitions, their intelligence, their capability, their leadership as secondary to men, one in which women are dehumanised, it creates the conditions for men to use control if it further serves their needs.

We have to get better at connecting the dots between the sexist comments made in the pub, the presumption that women will always give up their careers for children, the leering at a girl in her school uniform, the not taking women seriously and the dispensation of violence. All of these systemic issues are on the same spectrum of inequality. Holding prejudiced attitudes about the role of women, whether in the bedroom, the office or the kitchen, moves women from being on par with men to second-class citizens. If men are taught that they are worth more, that they are smarter, their voice should be louder, their opinions more valid, their sexual needs more pressing, then dishing out violence for their own goals is put within reach. It is appeased and tolerated. Even by those men who do not necessarily believe themselves to hold such gender bias or see women any differently than men. Even by those men who are upset by the persistent violence they read about. It makes all men complicit.

When we are looking at the news, asking how yet another woman has died at the hands of a man, we have to join all the bits of the puzzle together. To look at the big picture rather than seeing the violence as a problem that is independent of everything else. As civil rights leader Martin Luther King Jr wrote in his open letter from a Birmingham jail in April 1963: ‘I am sure that none of you would want to rest content with the superficial kind of social analysis that deals merely with effects and does not grapple with underlying causes.’ We must assess how men and women are told to move about in the world long before the first punch is thrown. This means bringing in men who do not use violence but benefit from, and perpetuate, the same systems of inequality that prop up those who do use violence. To see that the absence of bad behaviour does not make one’s behaviour good enough. To ask what men are proactively doing to combat the issue. Men’s allyship cannot be assumed, it is acquired through action.

Moments of learning and collective consciousness-raising sometimes come like a dripping tap, reaching a critical mass before spilling over. Others hit like a tidal wave. Building on the historic #MeToo movement (started by activist Tarana Burke on MySpace in 2006 and reaching global fame in 2017 in the wake of accusations against former Hollywood producer Harvey Weinstein), every new frontpage tragedy paints a picture in the public mind of what violence against women is, how it happens and how often. But the image it depicts is often an incomplete one. Not only do we give more airtime to the stories of some women (the white and middle class rather than, say, women of colour); but violence is reported on without setting it in the context of wider misogyny; we favour the most headline-grabbing examples over the daily inequalities that form the backdrop to women’s lives and we almost universally omit the role of the perpetrators – men.

One might naively assume that the national conversation following the deaths of women at the hands of men would go something like this: ‘Men, stop being violent towards women!’ But that couldn’t be further from the truth. Men’s violence is instead still seen as a women’s issue and as such, something for women to resolve alone. Consider the days after Sarah Everard’s murder by police officer Wayne Couzens. Women were told, among many other things, that in future if they felt unsafe they should flag down a bus, run to a nearby house, be more legally savvy and even resist arrest. Although Philip Allott, the North Yorkshire Police, Fire and Crime commissioner who made some of these comments, resigned, his comments – and those of others, who remained in their jobs – are a symptom of a system rather than the cause. In 2018, after a string of sexual assaults near Willesden Green tube station, women were told to stop wearing their headphones or using handheld devices at night. In March 2021, a former Met detective, Sue Hill, appeared on ITV’s This Morning to tell an audience eating their cornflakes that women should ‘[wear] shoes that you can run away [in] if need be’ and ‘keep looking over your shoulder’ when walking home. After the September 2021 killing of primary-school teacher Sabina Nessa in Kidbrooke, south-east London, while she was on a short walk to meet a friend for a Friday-night drink, women were handed heart-shaped rape alarms and informed on leaflets distributed locally that they should ‘look assertive and walk with confidence’ when they leave home. That particular advice page on the Met Police website has now been deleted but the piecemeal policies continue – BT chipped in with a suggested 888 hotline women could ring to track them on their way home.

Not only do some suggestions seem wide open to abuse (software that tracks women’s movements, come on!), where are the questions about what men should be doing? About how they could help? Why do we allocate no role for men to end men’s violence? Why is men’s violence a women’s issue? Why do we so readily accept that violent men have the right to exist and women just have to find innovative ways to work around them? Why not address the root cause of the problem rather than sticking plasters on the consequences?

If this line of questioning has already made you baulk, do not walk away. This book will be unapologetic in naming the gendered problem of men’s violence against women – you cannot hope to fix a problem without naming it – but equally, it does not tar all men with a violent brush. Of course, it is not the case that all men are committing grievous acts of violence, but it is time we face up to the gaping hole in our conversation and confront the falsehood that the perpetrators are aberrations or outsiders. The existence of violence as a disproportionate and gendered harm is not up for debate and its intrinsic ties to other inequalities remains fundamentally overlooked. Accepting this as fact does not make women or men ‘anti-men’, it simply recognises the reality of what we all face. And seeing oneself as an innocent man is not enough to ignore the problem: all men must feel compelled to act.

How Men Can Help has two overarching messages. It brings together strands that are often seen as disparate – women’s inequality across society and men’s violence towards women – and wants to start a frank conversation about why men are largely left out of the solution. Handing the issue to women to both suffer under and solve for themselves. In doing so, it gives men the tools and the moment to change, to do more and do better. Consider this book both the motivation and the guidance you need to make those long-harboured aspirations a reality.

I have covered this topic as a journalist for more than half a decade now. A turning point in my understanding of violence against women came in 2017 when I was travelling home on the London Underground from work and was sent 120 images of an erect penis over Apple’s AirDrop (Bluetooth) function. They had been sent by someone in my carriage – the AirDrop range was only 6m (20ft) – but the sender was anonymous. I was not only embarrassed and furious at the invasion of my space but scared that the perpetrator might escalate the behaviour, follow me off the train or harass me in person. I reported it to the police but, after some initial promising noises, the case fizzled. I have since spoken with over 90 women who also experienced cyber flashing. Most had not reported it, in part because the most common response they’d had from people was asking why they had AirDrop turned on at all. Instead of blaming men, we are generally more comfortable either disbelieving women or implying that they must somehow have been at fault (AirDrop turned on) and so invited the harm. You might have heard this described as ‘victim-blaming’, but it is more explicitly women-blaming.

Even though cyber flashing is a relatively new crime, it became clear to me at that point that we are already modelling the same responses and treatment that we always have done when it comes to gendered violence. That women should have done more, been smarter, used more common sense, while largely abdicating men – both perpetrators and others – of any accountability or requirement to stop. The focus has always been, and seems will always be, on how women will prevent it, on better ways for women to police men’s behaviour when it is happening or about to happen, to reduce their chances of victimhood and by implication send the perpetrator elsewhere, to another woman (or simply you at a later time or date when your guard is down). But that is about to change. 

This book is for those men who want to be part of that change, men who are ready to listen to women, stand alongside them and share in the responsibility of tackling the problem. Perhaps you sought this book out in a bid to start a journey or someone bought it for you, passed it along as an act of kindness, feeling you might find its contents useful. It will focus on the UK experience as that is my region of expertise, with some references to organisations like White Ribbon or MenEngage that work across the globe. Across 13 chapters, it aims to get men to see how stepping up to the plate is not just in the interests of the women they know and love (we should avoid only eliciting men’s compassion based on proximity, i.e. fear about what might happen to their wife, daughter, sister), but as a broader social justice issue that we must all fix. Doing this work will also, crucially, benefit men.

Feminist Gloria Steinem said in 2019: ‘I think it’s helpful to realise men’s stake in it. Because actually if you look at the cause of male deaths, speeding and violence, and you add them all up, the [advancement of ] the women’s movement and dissolution of gender roles means that [men] would have about five more years of life to live. This is not bad. Who else can make that offer?’ Although Steinem was half-joking, she struck a crucial point: ‘Tell them the masculine realm is killing them,’ she said. Both men and women are happier in more gender equal societies (the Nordic countries measure highly on such scores). Founder of the Women’s Equality Party, Sophie Walker, told me: ‘If you look at the data around the world, the countries that are closest to [equality] show that both men and women are happiest. It’s not just that the economies are working better. It’s that mental health rates are better, divorce rates are lower. The biggest lie of all is that men are flourishing [now]. There’s a very small handful of very powerful men who enjoy that power.’ There will be personal benefits for men – breaking away from parts of masculinity that are damaging, closer relationships with women, reducing the friendly fire of male-on-male violence – but also more flexible divisions of labour, a greater pool of talent for workplaces and improvements for the economy.1

When I started my research for How Men Can Help I was surprised by how much of the literature on the role of men in solution-building is written by men for men; perhaps that is testament to how few men read books by women (women are 65 per cent more likely to read non-fiction by the opposite sex than men are) or how infrequently men wish themselves to be put under the microscope by women. One of the smartest moves in the so-called men’s rights movement, which now finds a home and many welcoming ears on the internet, has been to frame any attempts to do so as inherently at the expense of men. A study from 2020 found 50 per cent of men thought feminism had gone too far.2

Indeed, some might feel frustrated I have not yet mentioned the violence men face. While it is somewhat understandable that some see this omission and feel drawn to blaming women as an explanation, it is a diversion and a con. It is a strategic bid to build resistance and wants to stop men asking – what if doing this work could benefit us all? What if the very issues – that you feel women ignore – like violence against men or men’s high suicide rates are in fact a product of the same system? But it is useful to do a little expectation management. How Men Can Help will not be a sugar-coated tick list of ways men can do the bare minimum, earn a ‘good man’ badge, graduate at the back of these pages and forget about it. It will not be an issue men can babysit for a short period – gaining praise in the process – before handing it back to women. In picking up this book you have taken the first step, but this work will not be achieved overnight. We need radical change. The effort that one man makes today or tomorrow could be enough to move the dial in his personal life, yet he is unlikely to individually overhaul society. Men, and women, should not find this to be a source of disillusionment when rallying behind this cause, but a source of hope for a future we will not live to see. We are the instigators of a gender revolution that will outlive us. A legacy that, done right, will liberate half of the population.

Women do not need men to be knights in shining armour riding in to save them, but for everyone to see how society allows men to ignore the problem of men’s violence and why this now has to change. Each chapter title in this book will give you a step to take, touching on rejecting the #NotAllMen narrative, getting to grips with history, rethinking the gender pay gap, examining masculinity, rethinking consent and being okay with not having all the answers. Using personal stories, data and commentary, it is spread over three parts: accepting the reality of the situation in front of us and placing ourselves in the picture; understanding the wider social contexts that help normalise violence; and then the third part is more practical, a look ahead to changing our mindsets and, in time, our behaviour.

A word on language: in a topic that is so clearly gendered, it is important to give clarity around the use of certain terminology. For starters, although the word ‘women’ will be used for brevity, this is intended to include all those who identify as women. Non-binary and trans women are also subject to high levels of violence at the hands of men. Second, the phrase ‘violence against women and girls’ (referred to by the acronym VAWG) will be used throughout because it is commonplace in this field, particularly in policymaking. The UK government says it adopted it from the United Nations 1993 Declaration on the Elimination of Violence Against Women (DEVAW) and it does a good job of centring survivors and their voices, which is crucial. But it also does a fairly convenient job of removing men from the equation. It launders men’s violence to become a violence that exists without anyone owning it or being responsible – it just seems to happen to women as they go about their day. As we will explore in this book, that removal of men often doesn’t do us any favours.

The feminist movement and the relentless work of women has changed the landscape of this discussion, both in my lifetime and my career. These individuals and collectives have forced issues onto the agenda, given space and been unflinching in shining a light on the gendered persecution women face on a daily basis, as well as the intersectional layers of oppression that women of colour, disabled women, queer women, trans women and others deal with. Not to mention working on the frontlines on shoestring (and ever-dwindling) budgets. This book will never understate the importance of women’s self-determination or their leadership and phenomenal expertise in this field, but acknowledge that it is time men felt accountable for their role in both the issue and the solution. It can no longer be considered women’s work – men must step up and speak out now, too.


1    Research by the House of Commons has found companies with more female leaders outperform those dominated by men, 2022.

2    Dr Fiona Vera-Gray, author of The Right Amount of Panic: How Women Trade Freedom, says: ‘We’re seeing a form of radicalisation of young men that is specifically anti-feminist. We’re starting to see that translate into students in their first year of university, saying there is no gender pay gap, women lie about rape.’
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Accept Violence Against Women Happens – Even If You Don’t See It

Every woman has heard the one about the ponytail. They won’t necessarily know when they first heard it, who imparted the wisdom or which teenage magazine it was featured in, but they will have heard that wearing your hair tied up, rather than hanging down your back, apparently makes you easier to forcibly grab from behind. So, best to consider that nugget of wisdom when getting dressed. And remember to hold your keys between your fingers to use as a weapon when walking alone at night. To keep your headphones in to look like you are busy, but keep your music off so you can stay alert. Keep your phone within reach but do not let a conversation with a friend distract you. Keep an eye on your drink but don’t seem too uptight. Be assertive but don’t look a man straight in the eye. Go in pairs. Take a taxi. Don’t be alone in a car with a man. Be polite to men. Laugh at their jokes. Don’t lead them on. Take out shoes you can run in. Walk down the middle of the road to avoid concealed alleyways or gaps in hedgerows. Shout ‘Fire!’, not ‘Rape!’ because help will come quicker. Plan your route before you leave the house, using only roads with street lights. Text when you get home.

Women make near-constant calculations about their safety. This isn’t because they love doing this ‘safety work’ – a term coined by researchers Dr Fiona Vera-Gray and Professor Liz Kelly – or that they are unjustly and disproportionately paranoid. This is the product of years of conditioning from childhood, witnessing the regularity of men’s violence around them and the playbook response, in the news, in popular culture and even from parents and caregivers (this includes women) that those who are hurt should have better protected themselves. This judgement can be explicit as well as unspoken. For months after Sabina Nessa’s death if you googled her name the second suggested question under ‘People Also Ask’ was ‘What was Sabina Nessa wearing?’ It now appears to have been removed. As well as this type of question, even well-intentioned quick fixes like tracking apps, street lighting or CCTV help codify the belief that it is only by adapting and safeguarding women’s behaviour that we can bring an end to this problem. This is wrong, our whole approach needs to be flipped on its head.

First, let’s take a step back and make sure we’re all on the same page by crunching some numbers. In the UK a woman is killed every three days by a man. The Femicide Census, an organisation which collects information on women killed by men, calculates that 1,425 women were killed by men from 2009 to 2018 in Britain. Numbers are lower in late summer and autumn and nearly half (47 per cent) of all December femicides were over the Christmas and New Year period. Since 2009, there have been eight women killed on Christmas Day, five on Christmas Eve, five on New Year’s Eve, three on Boxing Day and 12 on New Year’s Day. Of these women, 62 per cent were killed by a current or former partner, which is by far the most common perpetrator-victim relationship when assessing femicides.

From April 2020 to March 2021 alone, 177 women were murdered in England and Wales, reports the Office for National Statistics (ONS). This was the same number as the year prior and lower than 2018–19 when it was 241 – the highest in a decade. Of course, men are also killed in large numbers, estimated to be an average of 399 male victims per year over the last decade, but the common denominator in the killing of both men and women is male perpetrators – a 2016 study from the University of Gothenburg in Sweden looked at 20 years of data from 1990– 2010 and found that nine out of every 10 killers (90 per cent) were men. BBC analysis of UK data showed around 85 per cent of people sentenced in court for violent crimes were men.

The Crime Survey for England and Wales (2017) estimated 20 per cent of women, one in every five, have experienced some type of sexual assault or rape since the age of 16. This is equivalent to 3.4 million women. But 98.3 per cent of rapists, of both men and women, are men. Domestic abuse impacts 1.6 million women a year. Disabled women are twice as likely to experience domestic violence than non-disabled women (women’s different types of identity, like race or sexuality, can interact in a way that creates distinct forms of violence). Again, 92 per cent of domestic abuse defendants in the year to March 2020 were men.

The statistics not only make clear that women suffer extensive levels of violence but that men are almost always the cause. Australian sociologist and co-editor of the International Encyclopedia of Men and Masculinities, Michael Flood, explains this succinctly: ‘Most men don’t use violence against women. But when violence [against women] occurs, it’s largely by men.’ Even when it comes to violence against men, the victims are still suffering at the hands of men. When we understand this, it seems incredibly disingenuous to suggest that women who want to stop men’s violence are anti-men.

In July 2021, in a report by Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary, Zoë Billingham described the current situation as a ‘national epidemic of violence’ against women and girls. In recent years, Labour MP Jess Phillips has started a devastating but important parliamentary tradition on International Women’s Day of reading out the names of the hundreds of women killed in the previous year. But if you look further you will see that official statistics are only the tip of the iceberg. The latest Crime Survey for England and Wales showed that fewer than one in six victims (16 per cent) had actually reported their assault to the police. This figure is consistent with the survey from three years prior (the interval
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