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“HONOUR”-BASED VIOLENCE AND THE POLITICS 
OF CULTURE IN CANADA: ADVANCING A CULTURAL 

ANALYSIS OF MULTISCALAR VIOLENCE 

Salina Abji and Anna C. Korteweg 

Abstract: Since 2015, in Canada, political discourse on “honour”-based violence 
has shifted away from highly problematic understandings of “culture” as the cause 
of violence among racialized, Muslim, and immigrant communities. Instead, talk 
of culture has dropped out of the equation altogether in favour of more structural 
definitions of gender-based violence (GBV). In this article, we ask what gets lost 
when culture is not taken into account when talking about or trying to understand 
forms of GBV. Drawing from theoretical conceptualizations of culture — defined 
as “situated practices of meaning-making” that shape all experiences of violence, 
and societal responses to violence — we argue for a multiscalar approach to culture. 
To illustrate this framework, we first offer a critical analysis of Aruna Papp’s 2012 
memoir Unworthy Creature as an exemplar of stigmatizing uses of culture and a 
key text promoted by the Conservative federal government at the time. We then 
turn to interviews we conducted with service providers serving South Asian 
survivors of GBV in Toronto from 2011 to 2013. Our analysis illustrates how to 
talk about culture as a key ingredient shaping multiscalar violence, regardless of 
whether that violence occurs in majority or minority communities. We conclude 
with three policy implications for addressing HBV moving forward. 

Keywords: culture, gender-based violence, honour-based violence, South Asians, 
Canada 

Salina Abji PhD (corresponding author) is a sociologist and Research Consultant in Toronto, 
Ontario. Email: salina@salinaabji.ca  

Anna C. Korteweg PhD is Professor of Sociology at the University of Toronto Mississauga, 
3359 Mississauga Road, Mississauga, ON L5L 1C6. Email: anna.korteweg@utoronto.ca



International Journal of Child, Youth and Family Studies (2021) 12(1): 73–92 

74 

 

This research investigates how definitions of culture impact efforts to address so-called 
honour-based violence (HBV) as a form of gender-based violence (GBV). The Conservative 
federal government that held power in Canada from 2006 until 2015 approached HBV as a 
“barbaric cultural practice”, a term also applied to forced marriage, polygamy, and female genital 
mutilation (Zero Tolerance for Barbaric Cultural Practices Act 2015). In our previous work, we 
have shown how such politicized framings of HBV constitute “culture talk” — that is, politicized 
uses of culture that frame minority communities as backward or as security threats to Western 
nations (Abji et al., 2019; Korteweg et al. 2013; see also Mamdani, 2007; Razack, 1994). 
Importantly, culture talk works to undermine rather than increase access to safety and supports for 
GBV survivors from minority communities (Abji et al., 2019; Korteweg et al., 2013; see also 
Jiwani, 2005; Razack, 2003). 

More recently, however, public discourse on HBV has shifted. Since the Liberal party came 
into power in 2015, the federal government has moved away from talk of culture by, for example, 
removing the phrase “barbaric cultural practices” from legislation and qualifying references to 
HBV with the phrase “so-called” — as in “so-called honour violence” — a strategy originally 
developed by advocates to signal the contested nature of the term (Korteweg et al., 2013). In this 
article, we ask what gets lost when “culture” is rhetorically dropped from discourse directed 
towards addressing HBV. Overall, what we offer is a critique both of stigmatizing culture talk and 
of more recent attempts to use culture-neutral definitions of HBV. Specifically, we argue that the 
culture-neutral approaches to HBV adopted by the government are a shift in the right direction, in 
that they address the stigmatizing effects of culture talk to some degree. However, such attempts 
to “de-culture” violence also obscure how all types of violence (and by extension all responses to 
violence) are situated in culture. Indeed, we suggest that a culture-neutral approach, much like 
culture talk, closes off possibilities for a comprehensive response to all forms of violence, 
including GBV. 

Drawing from rich theoretical traditions in the conceptualization of culture (e.g., Bourdieu, 
1997; Geertz, 1973; Hall, 1997; Swidler, 1986; Williams, 1977), we argue for a more nuanced and 
systemic approach to culture in contemporary approaches to so-called HBV and GBV. In doing 
so, we draw on a framework that we have developed over the past 10 years, which posits that 
culture — which we define as “situated practices of meaning-making” — is a key ingredient for 
understanding and addressing all forms of violence, including HBV (see Abji et al., 2019; Kortweg 
et al., 2013; see also Siddiqui, 2000). For example, paying attention to culture as situated practices 
of meaning-making can provide important insights into how the attitudes of antiviolence workers 
themselves are imbued with cultural understandings of both GBV and freedom from GBV (Abji 
et al., 2019). Instead of culture talk or culture-neutral approaches we suggest a third, more nuanced, 
way of addressing culture that we term “culture as meaning-making”. 
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To illustrate how this view of culture as meaning-making can be mobilized in efforts to address 
HBV, we ground our discussion in research we conducted in Toronto, Canada at the height of 
public debates on HBV (2011–2013). Our analysis is divided into three parts. The first illustrates 
the problematic uses of culture talk during this period, with a focus on Aruna Papp’s memoir 
Unworthy Creature: A Punjabi Daughter’s Memoir of Honour, Shame and Love (Papp & Kay, 
2012). This book was endorsed by then Minister of the Status of Women, Conservative Member 
of Parliament Rona Ambrose, as evidence of the “terrors of the ‘culture of honour’ ”. Papp 
subsequently claimed to have influenced the Conservative federal government’s framing of HBV 
as a “barbaric cultural practice” in their 2015 Zero Tolerance for Barbaric Cultural Practices Act 
(see Abji et al., 2019). We then turn to interviews that we conducted in this time period with 15 
service providers who had extensive experience working with diverse South Asian communities 
in the Greater Toronto Area (GTA). Through our analysis of service providers’ nuanced accounts 
of the forms of GBV that South Asian families were experiencing (including so-called HBV), we 
highlight the practices of meaning-making — which we would describe as cultural — that 
underpinned their conceptions of violence. Further, we show how the forms of GBV that service 
providers described were multiscalar, and in so doing, we develop a conceptualization of violence 
as structured by multiple and intersecting forces of family, society, economy, and the state. 

In the second part of our analysis, we show how our interviewees rejected stigmatizing uses of 
culture (culture talk) to describe GBV. We also highlight how problematic uses of culture talk 
obscured the multiscalarity of violence. In the third part, we discuss the importance of culture as 
meaning-making for developing policy approaches that take into account the complexities of GBV 
in a wide range of expressions. To illustrate this point, we conclude the article with three concrete 
policy implications that this approach to culture suggests for addressing HBV. 

Through this analysis, we offer not only an alternative way to talk about culture, but also one 
that takes seriously the contexts in which the practice of GBV and HBV are embedded. If we think 
about cultures as situated processes of meaning-making that have contexts and occur within 
broader, multiscalar, social structures, this increases the likelihood that responses to violence will 
succeed. We argue that when we bring culture as meaning-making together with a multiscalar 
analysis, we are better positioned to address GBV as an issue that affects not only survivors, but 
their families and communities as well. In what follows, we start by outlining the current literature 
on HBV and the politics of culture, then turn to our methodology and analysis. 

Understanding “Honour”-Based Violence and the Politics of Culture 

“Honour”-based violence is typically defined in the literature as a family-initiated, planned 
response to the perception that a daughter or other female family member has violated the family’s 
honour in the eyes of the community (Sev’er & Yurdakul, 2001). Although on the surface this 
definition may seem to offer an objective way to capture a particular form of violence, in the 
contemporary immigration context such apparently objective definitions of violence are in fact 
politicized. Such definitions also fail to integrate a view of violence as multiscalar, where we 
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define multiscalarity as the complex intersection of spaces (local, national, transnational) with the 
multivalent expressions of power (discourse, legality, materiality) that shape life (Guimont 
Marceau et al., 2020; Laine, 2016). In contemporary accounts that attempt to link HBV to a 
people’s culture, the multiscalar context and forms of violence that occur are ignored through a 
process of “racialization”, by which we mean the process of coming to view a group of people as 
racially marked, with the perceived practices of some members of the group becoming reified 
(“biologized”, or treated as innate) to mark the entire group as less civilized or less capable of 
thoughtful action than the groups that form “majority society” (Omi & Winant, 2014). Rather than 
being understood as one of the myriad forms that familial and domestic violence can take, HBV 
becomes a sign of immigrant backwardness (Abu-Lughod, 2011; Korteweg, 2014; Razack, 2008). 
In addition, HBV is often erroneously seen as particularly a “Muslim problem” (Abu-Lughod, 
2011; Zine, 2009). 

With regard to South Asian communities in the Canadian context, particularly those in the 
Greater Toronto area1, we pointed out in earlier work with Lisa Barnoff and Deepa Mattoo 
(Korteweg et al., 2013) that violence against women: 

… has often been publicly understood through highly problematic ideas about 
culture. Media representations of the murders of Aqsa Parvez in 2007, and the 
Shafia sisters and their aunt in 2009, furthered the racialization and stigmatization 
of these women’s communities rather than digging deeper into the complexities of 
the extreme violence they experienced (Korteweg, 2012). Such popular discussions 
position “culture” as producing a “backward” civilization in which women have 
little value other than as the containers of their family’s “honour” (Korteweg and 
Yurdakul, 2009, 2010; Razack, 2004, 2007, 2008). These uses of culture impede 
women’s ability to access social, civil, and human rights: research shows that when 
inequality combines with cultural stigmatization, immigrant women and girls 
experiencing violence may fail to seek help, risk having their needs misunderstood, 
face overt and covert discrimination from service providers, or fear being ostracized 
by their own communities when they try to access services (Korteweg and 
Yurdakul 2010; Berman et al 2009; Moffat et al 2009; Dustin and Phillips 2008; 
Shirwadkar 2004; Raj and Silverman 2002; Jiwani 2005). (p. 1) 

In other words, while we do not deny the existence of extreme forms of violence justified by 
perpetrators in the name of “honour”, we also argue that to be properly considered such violence 
must be carefully situated within existing structural contexts. 

 
1South Asian communities in the Greater Toronto Area (GTA) are relatively well established and continue to grow. 
According to the 2016 census, South Asians constitute the largest group of visible minorities in Toronto, about 13% 
of the total population. These communities are highly diverse. 
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Based on the literature and our own prior work in this area, our analytical approach views 
culture as a key ingredient for understanding and addressing all forms of violence, including GBV. 
As detailed in Abji et al. (2019), we use culture as an analytical category, one that brings into view 
socially embedded processes of meaning-making in which every act of violence and every 
response to violence has a multiscalar context. Too often the interpretive potential of 
understanding culture as an analytical category is superseded by the imposition of an uncritical, 
“commonsense” use of culture as the factor that determines the behaviour of a given community 
(Fischer & Dahinden, 2017). We label as “culture talk” such uses of culture to explain violence, 
in which culture is treated as ossified, ahistorical, and unchanging (see also Mamdani, 2007; 
Razack, 2008). The ubiquity of culture talk, with its gendered racializing effects, hinders the efforts 
of activists and advocates whose hopes of addressing GBV hinge on promoting an understanding 
of the effect of culture as socially-embedded processes of meaning-making. Even raising the issue 
of culture at all risks activating culture talk. 

We use the phrase “culture as meaning-making” in order to get at the ways in which culture is 
dynamic and continually shifting, rather than being a static, deterministic, or unitary force. We 
draw on work by Raymond Williams (1977), Stuart Hall (1997), and Clifford Geertz (1973), who, 
in different ways, theorize culture as a continual and complex set of processes through which we 
come to understand our own subjectivity, our sense of relationship with others, and the relationship 
between individuals, institutions, and social, political, and economic forces. This understanding of 
culture as meaning-making is also rooted in various readings in sociology and anthropology, 
including Swidler (1986) and Bourdieu (1977), who in their own ways centre processes of 
meaning-making to understand the structuring force of culture. We are also influenced by Volpp 
(2000), who held that racialized persons are objectified in law “as culture”, while white persons 
are subjects who “have” culture. 

As such, culture as meaning-making informs all practices of violence whether perpetrated by 
majority or minority members of society. Moreover, these processes of meaning-making also 
condition all responses to violence at the individual and institutional levels. By directing analytical 
attention towards processes of meaning-making we gain additional insight into the multiscalar 
forces associated with state power, the political economy, and migration regimes that shape 
expressions of and responses to GBV in all its forms. 

Methodology 

In our analysis, we draw on the framework we developed and described in earlier publications 
(see Abji et al., 2019; Korteweg, 2014; Korteweg et al., 2013; Korteweg & Yurdakul, 2009, 2010). 
The framework is based in part on research we conducted between 2011 and 2013 during a period 
of heightened attention to HBV in Canada. We conducted qualitative interviews with 15 
professionals in the service sector who had long-standing engagements with addressing GBV 
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among the various South Asian communities of the GTA. The research project received approval 
from the University of Toronto’s Ethics Review Board. 

All but two of the interviews were conducted one-on-one by the first author, who is herself 
South Asian and an activist on these issues. These interviews had an assumption of familiarity and 
a feeling of ongoing conversation despite this being a first meeting. This changed somewhat for 
the two interviews where both authors were present, the second author being of white immigrant 
background. In those cases, interviewees placed more emphasis on explanation to a presumed 
outsider. 

While our sample was by no means comprehensive, we tapped into a cluster of people 
recognized within this community of service providers as key actors in the field. Many of them 
were highly educated with advanced degrees in social work and other fields. Almost all had worked 
in the social service sector for over a decade; some had three decades or more of experience. 
Fourteen of our interviewees identified as women, one as a man. All self-identified as members of 
the GTA’s various South Asian communities. 

The participants in our sample reflected the diversity of South Asian communities in the GTA 
more broadly. South Asian communities in Canada are culturally and linguistically diverse (South 
Asian Legal Clinic of Ontario [SALCO], 2013). They represent a range of settlement patterns 
(from newcomers to great-grandchildren of immigrants) and religious communities (including 
Muslim, Sikh, Hindu, and Christian, among others), and vary widely in socioeconomic status. The 
lives of immigrants, like those of all Canadians, are shaped in the intersections of the political, 
economic, and social forces that structure their experience. We identified interviewees who 
worked within different communities to gain a richer account of the issues surrounding HBV and 
GBV. 

The interviews, which lasted between 1 and 3 hours, were recorded and transcribed. All the 
interviewees were given pseudonyms. We then conducted two rounds of coding, using the 
qualitative analysis software NVivo. The first round was largely inductive and alerted us to the 
tensions around the concepts of culture in the interviewees’ accounts. We then conducted a focused 
coding to create a more fine-grained analysis of the specific ways in which the interviewees 
referenced culture. In general, we followed the methodology of the extended case method 
(Burawoy, 1998) and critical discourse analysis (van Dijk, 1993; Wodak & Meyer, 2015) in an 
attempt to uncover the workings of power through the use of discourse. 

In addition to the interviews, we conducted an analysis of parliamentary discussion on the Zero 
Tolerance for Barbaric Cultural Practices Act 2015. The parliamentary sources were analyzed 
using the same strategies as the interviews, using NVivo to conduct inductive and focused coding.2 
We also analyzed the memoir of Aruna Papp (Papp & Kay, 2012), a social worker whose book 

 
2This analysis is not directly presented in this article but is part of the larger research project that informs our 
framework for analysis (Abji et al., 2019). 
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and activism informed the passage of the Act. The first author conducted an in-depth analysis of 
Papp’s memoir by hand, focusing on Papp’s activation of culture talk to explain violence. 

In what follows, we start with Aruna Papp’s memoir (Papp & Kay, 2012) as an example of 
culture talk that accompanied the intense public scrutiny of HBV that took place under the right-
wing Conservative government in Canada (2006–2015). We then show how stigmatizing 
conceptions of culture and an assumption of immigrant backwardness impacted the people we 
interviewed, who described the challenges of addressing cultural specificities of GBV in a context 
of racialization and xenophobia. 

Findings 

Talking About Culture and Violence 

We were in the midst of conducting research on services to address GBV among South Asian 
communities of the GTA when Aruna Papp, a long-time advocate and outspoken educator/ 
counsellor, published a memoir chronicling her own experiences as a survivor of what she terms 
honour-motivated violence (HMV; Papp & Kay, 2012). Titled Unworthy Creature: A Punjabi 
Daughter’s Memoir of Honour, Shame and Love, the book was co-authored by Barbara Kay, a 
columnist for the conservative National Post newspaper, and on its release the memoir received 
support from within the Conservative government. Papp defined HMV as a product of ancient 
cultural traditions that persist among South Asian immigrants in Canada (see also Papp, 2010). 
She took issue with what she saw as the framing of HMV by multiculturalists as “just an extreme 
form” (pp. iii–iv) of the domestic violence that was experienced by all women and girls regardless 
of culture. In her eyes, this framing was fuelled by white Canadians’ fears of appearing racist, and 
ultimately kept victims of HMV from receiving the help they needed to overcome cultural 
“brainwashing” (pp. 210–211). In May 2012, the Minister for Status of Women at the time, Rona 
Ambrose, hosted an official reception to launch the book, stating that “Aruna Papp demonstrates 
that the barbaric practices associated with ‘honour’ motivated violence have no place in Canada, 
and that we must reject them using clear language of freedom and equality” (Status of Women 
Canada, 2012). The book’s front cover, which featured the veiled face of an Indian bride looking 
up and away from the reader’s gaze, was captioned by a written testimonial from Minister Ambrose 
that read: “A woman’s courageous witness to the terrors of the ‘culture of honour’ ” (Papp & Kay, 
2012). In 2015, the same government passed the Zero Tolerance for Barbaric Cultural Practices 
Act; Aruna Papp claimed to have influenced the title (Abji et al., 2019). 

Given the public attention to the book’s release, it was not surprising that Papp’s name came 
up frequently during our interviews with other service providers — Papp’s peers — who likewise 
were actively engaged in the GBV sector. What struck us about these conversations, however, 
were the clear divergences between the Canadian government’s public celebration of Papp’s 
“breaking the silence” about HBV, and the strong concerns and opposing perspectives expressed 
by the 15 participants in our study, who, like Papp, were “insiders” within South Asian 
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communities of the GTA. Almost all of our interviewees disagreed with Papp’s position: they 
rejected what they saw as stigmatizing and overly simplistic conceptions of “South Asian culture” 
as barbaric and something that South Asian communities suffered from. In doing so, they drew 
our attention to the ways in which such problematic uses of culture and honour can act as a barrier 
to social service provision by fuelling systemic racism against South Asian and immigrant 
communities, as well as by limiting the capacity of GBV agencies to effectively address the needs 
of South Asian women experiencing violence (Barnoff, 2001; Shirwadkar, 2004). 

At the same time that they rejected such politicized uses of culture, our interviewees also 
struggled with how to talk publicly about the patterns of violence they witnessed in their work, 
without resorting to — or having their words coopted by — dominant discourses. Indeed, for many 
of our respondents, this entailed avoiding questions of culture altogether, whether by insisting that 
“violence is violence is violence” regardless of culture, or in some cases by using the term 
“community” instead to try and capture what we as sociologists would label “cultural” specificities 
of violence (Abji et al., 2019; Korteweg, 2014). 

Our interviewees also showed the importance of paying attention to structural forces. For 
instance, in our conversations with service providers, we did not start by asking about “honour” 
killing or HBV, thus providing respondents with the opportunity to provide insights beyond the 
responses elicited by framings of HBV such as those presented in books like Papp’s (Papp & Kay, 
2012). Rather, we began our interviews by inviting participants to discuss their own definitions of 
violence against women. We quickly learned that a significant number of service providers 
understood such violence as a complex phenomenon — as what we came to call “multiscalar” — 
in a way that ultimately highlighted the interplay of culture with other social forces. Our 
understanding of GBV as multiscalar was borne out by the attention interviewees gave to the 
complex intersection of place and space (local, national, transnational) with the multivalent 
expressions of power (discourse, legality, materiality) that shape life (Laine, 2016; Morceau et al., 
2020). Participants brought up various elements of this multiscalar construction of violence. One 
participant, for example, insisted that we need to expand the very definition of GBV to include 
structural forms of violence, explaining: 

I look at poverty as violence, I look at immigration as violence … I look at racism 
as violence and that healing from that is just as important, and how you do that 
healing too. (Zaina) 

Similarly, another advocate saw violence as something that happens “over the lifetime” and 
that is structured by social conditions and a multiplicity of power relations: 

Having worked with women who are coming from immigrant communities and 
experiencing poverty or homelessness, you start to see that race, class, immigration 
status, sexual orientation — all of those play a role. (Diya) 
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Reflecting a trend in understandings of GBV as intersectional (Bruckert & Law, 2018; 
Crenshaw, 1991; Lépinard, 2014), these responses from interviewees illustrate what we call 
multiscalar violence — violence produced at multiple and intersecting levels — whether as state 
violence at the local, national, or international levels; as economic violence; or as societal violence. 
Interviewees spoke of women having to deal with the state’s stringent immigration regulations, 
and referred to increasingly limited social service provisions as a form of state violence; they 
reported seeing the economic violence many women experience in the form of poverty and 
exploitation; and they observed that society-wide violence may be produced through both 
institutional and everyday acts of discrimination. They viewed these forms of violence as 
intersecting with and shaping the violence individuals experience at the hands of family members. 
As we will show, the idea that violence does not occur solely at the individual level or within an 
intimate relationship framed almost all of our conversations (see also Abji et al., 2019; Korteweg 
et al., 2013). 

We will further show that as service providers, advocates, and activists, our interviewees 
struggled to find ways to act on this multiscalar understanding of violence in their dealings with 
funders, state agencies, colleagues, and clients. We identified two major obstacles encountered by 
our participants as they sought to address the multiscalar patterns of GBV observed in the field: 
the problem of culture and the obscuring of multiscalarity. 

The Problems of Culture Talk 

Addressing violence: The problem of culture 

Service providers reported that GBV, particularly among South Asian communities, was 
viewed in culturally stigmatizing ways by funders, state agencies, colleagues, and the media. For 
our respondents, problematic conceptions of South Asian culture as monolithic, static, and 
premodern entailed their own type of violence. 

In this context, we noticed that many of our participants struggled with how to understand 
culture in their work, especially with regard to the link between power and culture. On the one 
hand, in the media and at public events a problematic “culture” has often been presented as an 
affliction of South Asian communities, as evidenced by the positive reception of Papp’s book. As 
we have discussed in greater detail elsewhere (Abji et al., 2019), we noted that the people we 
interviewed rejected such notions wholesale, and in doing so often rejected as well the idea that 
culture had any impact on women’s encounters with violence. On the other hand, their accounts 
also demonstrated how culture as meaning-making structured the everyday lives of the women 
using their services. As we show below, our interviewees struggled with the apparent contradiction 
between these varying uses of culture in politics, the media, and daily life. To avoid the association 
between culture and stigmatization or racialization, they would often use the term “community” 
to capture what we as researchers would describe as cultural meaning-making practices. In this 
use of community, the interviewees tried to move away from culture talk and its racializing impact. 
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The price of treating culture simplistically is high. Most immediately, the lack of recognition 
of cultural specificities by mainstream GBV agencies can lead to what one advocate in our study 
labelled “revictimization” in the form of shelters that are ill-equipped to handle women’s needs: 

Over the last 10 years I have worked with a lot of South Asian women … [who] … 
have termed their experience with those agencies as being violent, if you like, 
violent in the sense of being oppressed, or of not being given information that could 
have helped them in a different way…. So for [them] it was better to have lived 
with the abuser than to be — in [their] terms — to be abused by these other 
agencies. (Sayeeda) 

Such concerns around revictimization pointed to the critical need for more nuanced approaches 
to culture in antiviolence work, approaches that take seriously the systemic violence inflicted by 
categories such as “honour” killing and “honour”-based violence, without altogether rejecting 
recognition of the cultural specificities of violence. In other words, these concerns pointed to a 
need to move from monolithic culture talk to paying attention to nuanced processes of meaning-
making. 

Addressing violence: The obscuring of multiscalar forces 

In addition to the stigmatizing and racializing effects of culture, our participants also indicated 
that the simplistic accounts of culture that are characteristic of culture talk obscured the multiscalar 
nature of the violence that women confront. This included problems associated with funding and 
the structural organization of services that address GBV within a system organized around narrow 
yet culturally dominant definitions of both the perpetrators of violence and their victims. 

For example, a number of interviewees raised the issue of forced marriage, defined as marriage 
practices that are enforced without both individuals consenting to the match (SALCO, 2013)3. In 
their case descriptions, our participants challenged dominant cultural assumptions about 
perpetrators and victims that privilege individualistic approaches to GBV. For example, Bipasha 
described dominant approaches to service provision thus: 

… so it’s kind of … validating the woman’s experience to a certain degree, but it 
doesn’t really embed it in a sociopolitical, economic context that is this woman’s 
reality in the end. (Bipasha) 

We capture the multivalent contexts that Bipasha and others refer to through our articulation 
of violence as multiscalar. Conventional understandings of domestic partner violence assume one 

 
3It should be noted that forced marriage is not synonymous with arranged marriage. In an arranged marriage, 
although the match is arranged by the families, the individuals getting married have a choice of whether or not to 
marry. In forced marriages, the individuals to be married are not given the opportunity to refuse. The “force” 
deployed may include emotional, mental, or physical forms of coercion (SALCO, 2013). The issue of forced 
marriage received significant attention within the communities of the professionals we spoke with. 
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perpetrator, usually a man, enacting violence in the context of a one-to-one relationship with the 
victim, usually a woman. However, we learned from the interviews that there may be multiple 
perpetrators in forced marriage cases including parents, extended family members living here or 
in other countries, community members and community leaders, and the state itself through its 
migration regime and the process of criminalization of immigrant communities. That multiscalar 
forces constrain the possibilities of addressing such cases was also evident: forced marriage cases 
are often very complex. Sayeeda explained that they require the kinds of funding that are not 
available under funding models that are scaled to the number of women served rather than the 
hours necessary to help any particular woman. 

In October 2012, the federal Conservative government adopted regulations to combat what 
they called “fraudulent marriages”, adding constraints upon those who wanted to marry a non-
Canadian with whom they had been in a relationship for less than two years and with whom they 
did not have children. Under these rules, the new immigrant in the couple was to receive 
conditional, rather than permanent, residence status and would need to remain in a “conjugal 
relationship” for at least two years before graduating to permanent residency (Bhuyan et al., 2018). 
Such conditional statuses form the basis for increases in GBV. For example survivors may remain 
in an abusive relationship in order to retain their right to remain in the country, or perpetrators may 
use fear of criminalization as a tool of power and control (Abji, 2016; Bhuyan et al., 2018; Bhuyan 
et al., 2014). 

A number of participants recounted how their attempts to address forced marriage had been 
misused to inform the regressive “fraudulent marriage” legislation. Hansa described how efforts 
by her and her colleagues to educate mainstream media about forced marriage backfired when 
information they had provided was used by the state as a pretext for enacting the new restrictions 
on sponsoring spouses: 

The issue of forced marriage came about because media was constantly referring 
to South Asian marriages as arranged marriages and so there needed to be an 
understanding that there is a difference between an arranged marriage and a 
marriage that is for the purposes of coercion, seduction, and deception.… [Now] I 
am concerned because I know the government has been misusing all of this 
information…. So instead of saying forced marriage, they come out with the term 
“fraud marriage” … which is a very serious concern for us, so we have to be very 
very careful about how we are going to shape the conversation so that the women, 
the very women that we are trying to help, are not women impacted by any negative 
reprisals through the new legislative reforms. (Hansa) 

For Hansa, speaking out about patterns of GBV within South Asian communities had become a 
risky act within a context of multiscalar violence. In this case, acts of violence were invoked not 
to address the needs of its female victims but to criminalize and restrict immigration of racialized 
communities. 



International Journal of Child, Youth and Family Studies (2021) 12(1): 73–92 

84 

Such observations led the people we interviewed to view the patterns of violence among South 
Asian communities as multiscalar and complex. When South Asian women turn to the authorities 
for help, they may encounter structural forms of violence such as having a precarious immigration 
status that limits their access to supports (Abji, 2016, 2018), or they may experience 
revictimization when accessing a system that misrecognizes their specific needs and ignores the 
relationships that bind them to family and community. The funding models in effect at the time 
further undermined those service providers who had a more comprehensive analysis of women’s 
needs and were willing to consider alternative practices. During the period of our research, funders 
increasingly focused on services that targeted all women or all victims of violence, and cut back 
on funds for targeted community-based work. Taken as a whole, our findings suggest that effective 
service delivery requires an understanding of women’s needs as complex, and violence as 
occurring at multiple levels in society: service-delivery models that aim to address just one aspect 
of experience without regard to context are certain to fall short. 

Indeed, in an environment where the accounts of Papp (Papp & Kay, 2012) and others who 
shared her perspective informed a homogeneous view of “culture” — what we call culture talk — 
that produced racializations of entire communities, having conversations within these communities 
became more difficult: service providers struggled to recognize needs without contributing to 
stigmatization and racialization of the communities with which they were interacting. In response 
to Papp’s memoir, its subsequent endorsement by a federal minister, and its impact on legislation, 
a number of the providers we interviewed observed that such accounts are divisive in the 
communities that confront the types of violence Papp sought to address. As one of the advocates 
in our study argued, the racializing effect of Papp’s account led to calls for a united front in what 
many perceived as sustained attacks on their community in public and media debates. She felt that 
this led to a struggle amongst social service providers trying to negotiate these complexities of 
culture: 

If we are going to pander to those sensibilities — then we can’t have real 
conversations — do you know what I am saying? — we can’t have real 
conversations about, about the authentic needs of women. (Bipasha) 

A number of participants argued that we should not talk about culture at all but rather insist 
that, in the words of Hansa, “violence is violence is violence”, thus universalizing the experience 
of violence in an attempt to break through the culturally-based stigmatization and racialization of 
South Asian communities. However, the price of this strategy was an inability to articulate claims 
for a reanalysis of violence against women as complex and multiscalar, in which culture is about 
the everyday meaning-making processes and practices that shape women’s experiences. 
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Discussion 

Reconsidering Culture As Meaning-Making: Alternative Approaches 

The struggles reported by participants might be taken to suggest that all notions of culture in 
conceptualizing violence against women should be rejected. We argue otherwise. While much of 
the political response to HBV hinged on particular regressive notions of culture, this does not 
render the notion of culture useless in addressing HBV. We argue that by understanding culture as 
processes of meaning-making rather than as a monolithic and deterministic force, we can clarify 
that culture informs all forms of violence in majority groups as well as minority groups. In short, 
culture gives meaning to practices, including practices of violence. Furthermore, as a process of 
meaning-making, culture conditions responses to violence on the part not only of individuals but 
of institutions at the community and state level, including social service agencies, activist and 
advocacy organizations, government bureaucracies, legislatures, and legal institutions. Members 
of both majority and minority groups within immigrant-receiving societies give meaning to gender 
relations, family configurations, the immigration experience, and interpretation of religious 
doctrines in ways that inform HBV at both the individual and institutional levels (Berman et al., 
2009; Raj & Silverman, 2002; Sev’er & Yurdakul, 2001). 

As we noted in our introduction, an interpretation of HBV as the result of backward, violent 
cultures informed the 2015 passage of the Zero Tolerance for Barbaric Cultural Practices Act. 
The Liberal government elected in late 2015 changed the name of the Act (Bill S-210), removing 
the reference to “barbaric cultural practices”; the website of Status of Women Canada changed 
references to HBV by adding the qualifier “so-called” to indicate its rejection of culture talk.4 
However, our findings suggest that such strategies avoid the trap of regarding culture as 
“backward” only at the cost of embracing the idea that “culture does not matter” and placing HBV 
under the more general GBV umbrella. Our findings indicate that we need to acknowledge culture 
as meaning-making in order to recognize the influence of multiscalar forces and thus to address 
the multiplicity of ways in which people experience violence and the consequent lack of a single 
overarching remedy. 

In this regard, we have developed two analytical concepts. We use the term “culture talk” to 
identify processes in which “culture” is used “in essentializing ways that create structural 
inequalities” (Abji et al., 2019; see also Mamdani, 2007; Razack, 1994). We distinguish this from 
the patterned practice of “culture-as-meaning-making to understand experiences of and responses 
to gendered violence across varied communities and social groupings. Importantly, culture-as-

 
4At the time of this publication, the federal government has again changed its use of the term HBV. The Department 
of Women and Gender Equality (WAGE), formerly Status of Women Canada, no longer lists “so-called” HBV at all 
as a specific form of GBV. There is one mention of “honour” under the category of family violence, where 
“different types of family violence [can include] harmful practices [such as]: underage or forced marriage, female 
genital mutilation/cutting, and violence committed in the name of ‘honour’ ” (see WAGE https://cfc-
swc.gc.ca/violence/knowledge-connaissance/fv-vf-en.html). 
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meaning-making centers rather than elides the complex forces that shape experiences of violence” 
(Abji et al., 2019, p. 798). Our approach to culture allows us to avoid the universalism of culture 
talk, which essentializes practices by attributing them to an identifiable group with the effect of 
excluding that group from the larger polity. Culture as meaning-making enables situated 
knowledge production (Haraway, 1988), where the meaning is about how to interpret the 
multiscalar facets of all acts of violence. 

Through this more nuanced understanding of culture as meaning-making, we can also focus 
on the need for the more integrated vision of violence as multiscalar that service providers 
identified. We end by focusing on three specific policies that our interviewees outlined: developing 
multiscalar models of service provision, recognizing families and communities as complex, and 
integrating survivor stories. 

Policy Implications 

Operationalizing multiscalar models: Most concretely, providers discussed the need for risk 
assessment tools and safety planning guidelines that take seriously multiple perpetrators at the 
family and community level while also recognizing that the multiscalar violence, including state 
violence, that women encounter in their daily lives can deter them from seeking out and receiving 
support. For example, a number of interviewees discussed the importance of providing service as 
a key component of safety, regardless of immigration status. Likewise, providers expressed a 
preference for collaborative service provision over the existing “silo” approach, which privileges 
individualistic understandings of GBV and incites competition among agencies, preventing 
meaningful collaborations. In an effort to describe what this more authentic cross-sectoral 
collaboration might look like with reference to an individual client, Diya asked: 

What would it mean if we [working across agencies] were actually all sitting around 
the table, planning on that person’s safety? Not looking at our agency, but talking 
about what would we do so this client gets what she needs and she is safe and her 
children are safe and wherever she is in the community, she has support? 

Recognizing families and communities as complex sites of individual and collective 
trauma as well as spaces of healing and resiliency: One of the ways culture talk functions is to 
portray immigrant families as inherently oppressive to women, and freedom from violence as 
contingent on leaving the family. However, interviewees suggested that family and community 
were regarded as meaningful resources in women’s lives. At the same time, because of the 
multiscalar nature of violence experienced by many women, the idea that the solution lies in 
leaving one’s family or one’s community obscured the multiple sites of violence that racialized 
and immigrant women may encounter. The approach of removing women from an abusive 
relationship is also problematic in that it is based on the premise that multiscalar forces — 
involving housing, poverty, and immigration law, for example — are not an issue for women. A 
number of our interviewees suggested the need for models that provide a space for temporary relief 
from multiscalar violence, something that women were not finding in the mainstream shelter 
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system. Such an approach recognizes that women are not necessarily going to leave their families 
or their communities, as these may provide important supports for coping with other sources of 
racism and oppression. Zaina, for example, discussed a need to move beyond “this one-on-one 
counselling piece” to incorporate art or classical dance as forms of collective healing. She went on 
to explain: “Maybe it’s doing a shelter that’s not called a shelter but, like, it’s called a safehouse 
where women can use it as a negotiation space — just come and take a moment to breathe and 
kinda regroup and go back out there.” What would make this new proposed shelter model different 
is that it begins from the premise that shelter is a temporary reprieve, rather than the current 
model’s assumption that shelters provide a way out and that women who return to their prior 
situations have somehow failed. 

Integrating survivor stories: Integrating the voices, experiences, and insights of survivors of 
violence was also put forward by our interviewees as a concrete strategy for addressing the 
mismatch between GBV service delivery and South Asian women’s needs. However, providers 
cautioned against tokenistic uses of survivor stories. This consideration suggests the use of an 
intersectional approach, one that recognizes the multiplicity of voices and experiences rather than 
privileging individual voices as speaking for the collective. Referencing Papp’s (Papp & Kay, 
2012) memoir, one participant described what she saw as “the danger of that single story” or the 
notion that “there is only one valid story and that’s mine because it’s my lived experience” 
(Bipasha). Another participant described a DVD collection she and her colleagues were putting 
together that offered a multiplicity of narratives from survivors that consciously focused on their 
strategies of self-care and community care rather than being a “confessional” of the details of their 
abuse (Isha). Instead of approaching survivors’ voices in stigmatizing ways, then, these 
interviewees sought out approaches that, while recognizing the life histories of survivors as 
important sources of knowledge and healing, embedded those narratives and perspectives within 
their larger social and political contexts. This approach to stories suggests the central importance 
of meaning-making in addressing violence. 

What links the above three proposals for improving service provision is our interviewees’ 
underlying commitment toward more fundamental change. One, Bipasha, even framed this as a 
need for a “little revolution”: 

[To] build resiliency we need to really look at sustainable models of working 
together and moving beyond silos. Really having those difficult conversations 
about what can we do, do we have access to information, you know, what you are 
doing, what I am doing, and really, I think it requires a little revolution, to be quite 
honest. Like rethinking the way we do our work and a real amount of solidarity that 
needs to happen. (Bipasha) 

Instead of simply adding special programming for South Asian women to the existing 
institutional organization of GBV service provision, our interviewees favoured an approach that 
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would encourage challenging the more foundational assumptions of current models, and rethinking 
GBV more broadly as it affects all communities. 

Conclusion 

Accounts like Papp’s (Papp & Kay, 2012), which reduce the complexities of interpersonal 
violence to a simplistic explanation that reflects the strategies of culture talk, are perhaps appealing 
to those with legislative reponsibility for improving the lives of women in Canada. Similarly, to 
discount the understanding of culture as meaning-making — as reflected in the terminology that 
has been adopted by Canada’s present Liberal government — treats populations as homogeneous 
and obscures certain experiences. Neither strategy allows for a more expansive vision — one 
recognizing that all forms of violence are culturally informed, in the sense that violence and the 
responses to it are imbued with meanings rooted in specific positionalities and experiences at 
multiple scales. Instead, the violence experienced by dominant groups in society becomes the norm 
to which legal and policy efforts respond. 

Western institutional practices, whether legal, educational, or pertaining to the provision of 
social welfare, are often predicated on notions of “rational” or “objective” assessments of social 
problems, and the rights and responsibilities attached to membership in society. Yet these ideas of 
rationality and objectivity are themselves cultural in that they do the work of culture as meaning-
making by providing interpretative frames and guides for action. From this vantage point, the 
linking of immigrants with “culture” becomes moot: it is not a matter of the West having culture, 
which can be manipulated rationally, and immigrant “others” being culture (Brown, 2009). Rather, 
the question is: What are the cultural frameworks that give meaning to a person’s actions, and how 
are these informed by the forces that correspond to the various identifications that a person might 
claim: immigrant, judge, teacher, lawyer, woman, man, gay, straight, white, Black, Brown, or 
Indigenous? From this perspective of culture as fine-grained processes of meaning-making that 
are informed by their social and political context, patterns of violence can be understood as 
developing at the intersections of gender, race, ethnicity, religion, and an immigrant-receiving 
society’s cultural, social, political, and legal practices — in short, as multiscalar, and given 
meaning in specific ways. 
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