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ABSTRACT 

This study explores the manifestations of masculine domination in dating relationships among 
university students in Makassar City, considering the interaction between global hegemonic masculinity 
concepts and the local socio-cultural context of Bugis-Makassar, which is rich with the value of siri' 
(honor). Using a descriptive qualitative approach, data were collected from students aged 18-24 through 
semi-structured in-depth interviews and non-participant observation, followed by thematic analysis. 
The findings reveal four main forms of masculine domination: (1) Control and surveillance through 
digital media, normalized as expressions of responsibility and protection; (2) Assertion of economic 
dominance and decision-making, with pressure on men to be breadwinners and final decision-makers; 
(3) Regulation of emotion and femininity expression, where men suppress "weak" emotions while 
controlling their partner's emotional expressions, and women self-censor their independence to avoid 
threatening masculinity; and (4) Normalization of psychological violence, rationalized as a form of 
"discipline" for the partner's good. The novelty of the study lies in its empirical contextualization of 
hegemonic masculinity and cyber dating abuse within the Bugis-Makassar cultural setting, revealing 
how global norms adapt and are reinforced by local cultural logics such as siri'. The research also 
highlights the internalization of patriarchal norms by both genders, which facilitates the normalization 
of control and psychological violence. Implications emphasize the need for contextually relevant 
relationship health education and dating violence prevention programs in universities, aiming to 
deconstruct narratives of "control as care" and "violence as discipline." Recommendations include multi-
level interventions targeting peer group norms and broader societal discourses that support hegemonic 
masculinity. 
 
Keywords: hegemonic masculinity; dating relationships; psychological violence; digital control; Bugis-
Makassar culture, university students. 
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INTRODUCTION 
The social construction of masculinity remains a crucial focus in gender studies. Scholars use 

it to understand the dynamics of interpersonal relationships within fundamentally gendered societies 
(Kimmel, 2000; Shehan, 2018). The concept of hegemonic masculinity explains how a dominant form 
of masculinity gains a superior social position (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005; Jewkes & Morrell, 
2018). This form emphasizes strength, control, and emotional stoicism as normative guidelines for 
male behavior. Hegemony operates through practices that govern gender relations, including in 
romantic contexts (Beasley, 2008). Globalization continues to reconstruct understandings of 
masculinity, yet these often retain a core of domination and control (Beasley, 2008). 

In daily life, masculine norms are often constructed through the "man box." This is a set of 
social beliefs that restrict men from behaving outside certain boundaries (Heilman et al., 2017; The 
Men’s Project & Flood, 2018). These beliefs forbid showing vulnerability, prescribe being the primary 
breadwinner, and mandate controlling women. Male role norms have a multidimensional structure 
encompassing status, toughness, and anti-femininity (Thompson & Pleck, 1986). Instruments like 
the Male Role Norms Inventory operationalize these norms (Levant et al., 2010). Pressure to meet 
rigid masculine norms can trigger masculine gender role stress (Eisler & Skidmore, 1987) and gender 

role conflict (O’Neil, 2008). These, in turn, can manifest in interpersonal relationships, including 
dating. The concept of precarious manhood further posits that masculine status is fragile and must 
be continually proven through acts of domination (Vandello et al., 2008). Public discourse now 
actively differentiates between problematic (toxic) and positive (healthy) expressions of masculinity, 
with differing implications for gender equality (Waling, 2019). 

Emerging adulthood, often coinciding with college years, is a critical period. It is a time for 
identity exploration and forming intimate romantic relationships (Fincham & Cui, 2010; Connolly & 
McIsaac, 2011). During this phase, individuals begin to establish long-term relational patterns 
outside the nuclear family (Connolly et al., 2014). Dating relationship quality in this period 
significantly impacts psychosocial development (Kansky & Allen, 2018). However, dating 
relationships are also vulnerable to becoming arenas where inequitable gender norms and sexist 
attitudes are enacted (Ramiro-Sánchez et al., 2018). Acceptance of violence and sexist attitudes are 
significant risk factors for dating violence (Fernández-Antelo et al., 2020). Johnson (1995) 
distinguishes patriarchal terrorism a pattern of coercive control rooted in gender inequality from more 
situational common couple violence. Power and control are key elements in understanding how 
masculine domination can escalate into violence (Johnson & Leone, 2005). 

The digital era has expanded the realm for expressing domination into cyberspace. Digital dating 
abuse represents a modern form of control and aggression in dating relationships (Reed et al., 2021). 
Traditional gender beliefs and stereotypes, which prescribe male dominance and female 
submissiveness, are strongly associated with this digital abuse behavior (Reed et al., 2021). Thus, 
masculine domination in dating no longer occurs only through physical and verbal face-to-face 
interactions. It also happens through technological monitoring and control (Mendoza & Mulford, 
2018). 

Although many Western studies have examined masculinity and dating, research in the 
Indonesian context remains limited. Specifically, there is a lack of in-depth study on how masculine 
domination manifests in the dating relationships of university students in Makassar City. This city 
has a strong Bugis-Makassar cultural context, characterized by specific values like siri' (self-esteem) 
and distinct gender roles. This traditional culture potentially positions men (aro) as family protectors 
and leaders, which may interact complexly with global hegemonic masculinity concepts (Connell & 
Messerschmidt, 2005). This study aims to fill this gap. It will qualitatively explore the forms, 
expressions, and meanings of masculine domination in the dating relationships of university students 
in Makassar City. A deep understanding of these dynamics can inform more targeted interventions 
(Jewkes et al., 2015). By understanding them, this research can provide practical and theoretical 
contributions. These contributions will support the development of contextual dating violence 
prevention programs and relationship health education in university environments. 
 
RESEARCH METHODS 
Research Design 

This study employs a descriptive qualitative approach. Qualitative research focuses on achieving 
deep understanding of participants' experiences, perspectives, and the meanings they construct 
within their specific social contexts (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). The researchers selected this approach 
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because it is suitable for exploring complex and nuanced social constructs, such as masculine 
domination in dating relationships. This phenomenon cannot be fully captured by quantitative 
measures alone (Ellsberg & Heise, 2005). Research on sensitive experiences in intimate relationships, 
including violence, has long utilized qualitative methods to uncover often-hidden narratives (Ellsberg 
& Heise, 2005; Lien & Lorentzen, 2019; Walker et al., 2020). To ensure data credibility and depth, 
this study applies the principle of reflexivity throughout the research process. This principle requires 
researchers to critically reflect on their own subjective positions, assumptions, and influence on 
research interactions and data analysis (Haynes, 2012; Palaganas et al., 2017). 
Participants and Sampling Technique 

The participants in this study are active university students from various institutions in 
Makassar City. These students are currently in or have previously been in a dating relationship for 
at least six months. The researchers used purposive sampling and snowball sampling techniques. 
Participants were recruited based on the following criteria: (1) aged 18-24 years (emerging adulthood), 
(2) have experience in heterosexual dating relationships, and (3) are willing to share their experiences 
in depth. The research team sought to recruit participants of different genders (male and female) to 
obtain dual perspectives. This is crucial given the complexity of power relations in intimate 

partnerships (Lien & Lorentzen, 2019; Walker et al., 2020). The sample size was determined by the 
principle of thematic saturation. Data collection ceased when new data no longer provided novel 
themes or insights (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The study maintained ethical integrity by ensuring 
participants received complete information about the research objectives. All participants signed an 
informed consent form before interviews commenced (Watts, 2008). 
Data Collection Techniques 

The primary data collection technique was semi-structured in-depth interviews. The researchers 
chose this method for its ability to explore stories, emotions, and personal meanings behind 
participants' experiences (Gill et al., 2008). They developed a flexible interview guide containing 
prompts on: (1) understanding of gender roles in dating, (2) experiences of receiving/exerting control 
in relationships, (3) expressions of masculinity/femininity, and (4) relationship conflicts and 
resolutions. In addition to interviews, the researchers conducted non-participant observation of 
couples' interactions in public campus spaces (adhering to strict ethics). This use of multiple methods 
aimed to enhance data validity by confirming findings from different sources and techniques 
(Nightingale, 2020). The team recorded each interview with the participant's permission. They also 
kept field notes to document context and non-verbal reactions. 
Data Analysis 

The researchers analyzed the collected data using thematic analysis, following the guidance of 
Braun and Clarke (2006). They selected thematic analysis for its flexibility and structured capacity 
to identify, analyze, and report patterns (themes) within data. The analysis process involved six 
stages: (1) Familiarization with the data: repeatedly reading transcripts and noting initial ideas. (2) 
Generating initial codes: systematically identifying interesting data features and labeling them with 
codes. (3) Searching for themes: collating relevant codes into potential themes. (4) Reviewing themes: 
checking if themes work in relation to the coded extracts and the entire dataset. (5) Defining and 
naming themes: articulating the essence of each theme and giving it an appropriate name. (6) 
Producing the report: compiling the final analysis, supported by vivid excerpts from the raw data 
(Eldh et al., 2020). To preserve participants' authentic voices, the report presents direct quotes in 
Bahasa Indonesia. These are accompanied by English translations when necessary (Eldh et al., 2020). 
Transcriptions were done verbatim, following good practice guidelines to ensure accurate conversion 
of spoken data to text (Nascimento & Steinbruch, 2019). 
Research Ethics 

Ethical integrity was a top priority. The researchers obtained written informed consent from all 
participants. They clearly explained participants' right to withdraw at any time without consequence. 
Participant confidentiality was protected by using pseudonyms in all transcript data, notes, and 
result reporting (Kaiser, 2009). Digital data (audio recordings) were stored on password-secured 
devices accessible only to the principal researcher. The research team also recognized potential 
psychological risks when discussing sensitive topics like control and violence in relationships. 
Therefore, they prepared a list of available counseling or psychological support services at the 
universities and in Makassar City. This list was ready to be provided to participants if needed. The 
researchers, as non-Bugis-Makassar adult females, continuously reflected on their positionality. This 
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reflection aimed to anticipate bias and build appropriate rapport during the research process 
(Palaganas et al., 2017). 
Methodological Limitations 

This study acknowledges several limitations. First, the retrospective nature of some interviews 
may introduce memory bias. Second, although sampling aimed for variation, the findings are not 
intended for generalization to the entire student population of Makassar. Instead, they aim to provide 
deep contextual understanding. Third, interviews on sensitive topics are susceptible to social 
desirability bias. Participants might provide answers they perceive as more socially acceptable. The 
researchers attempted to minimize this by creating an empathetic, non-judgmental interview 
atmosphere and guaranteeing confidentiality. This research report follows comprehensive and 
transparent guidelines for the presentation and evaluation of qualitative research (Anderson, 2010). 

 
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
Research Findings 

Based on data analysis from in-depth interviews and observation, this study identifies four main 
themes regarding masculine domination in the dating relationships of university students in 

Makassar. 
Control and Surveillance via Digital Media as an Expression of Masculinity 

A prominent theme was the use of digital media to monitor and control partners. Male 
participants frequently described a perceived obligation to know their female partners' social media 
activities. They framed this as a form of responsibility and protection. Common practices included 
checking locations, monitoring online interactions with others, and demanding instant responses to 
messages. Female participants in this study often interpreted this surveillance as an expression of 
their partner's concern. However, they simultaneously acknowledged the feelings of constraint it 
produced. 
Assertion of Economic Dominance and Decision-Making 

Masculine domination also manifested in economic and decision-making spheres. Male 
participants reported feeling pressure to always finance dates and give gifts. They viewed these acts 
as tangible proof of their capacity as "real men." Consequently, financial anxiety emerged when 
resources were limited, as an inability to meet these expectations was seen as a gender role failure. 
In daily decision-making, such as choosing date locations or managing schedules, a dominant pattern 
emerged where males acted as the final decision-makers. Meanwhile, many female participants 
internalized a role of "deferring to" or "respecting" their partner's decisions, a dynamic normalized 
within their relationships. 
Regulation of Emotion and Feminine Expression 

This theme revealed pressure on male participants to always present themselves as rational, 
strong, and less emotional. Expressing vulnerability, such as crying or showing doubt, was 
considered a violation of masculine codes. Conversely, they felt responsible for "disciplining" or 
"managing" their female partners' emotional expressions, which they often perceived as excessive or 
irrational. On the other hand, female participants reported frequently censoring expressions of 
independence, assertiveness, or personal ambition. They did this to avoid being perceived as a threat 
to their partner's authority or masculinity. 
Normalization of Psychological Violence as a Form of "Discipline" 

The research found a normalization of various forms of psychological violence within dating 
dynamics. Behaviors like belittling, destructive criticism, giving the silent treatment, and threatening 
to end the relationship were often not recognized as violence. Instead, participants rationalized them 
as methods of "discipline" or "teaching" for the female partner's own good. This mechanism functioned 
as a tool for control to reassert power hierarchies when masculine authority felt challenged. A 
significant finding was a certain level of internalization among female participants, where such 
abusive behavior was sometimes understood as a consequence of their own fault or framed as a form 
of tough love from their partner. 
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Table 1. Themes of Masculine Domination in the Dating Relationships of University Students 
in Makassar City 

Main Theme 
Forms of Dominant 

Practice 

Male Participants' 

Experience 

Female Participants' 

Response 

Control via 

Digital Media 

Social media surveillance, 

location tracking, demand 
for instant response 

Understood as responsibility, 

protection, and proof of 
masculinity 

Interpreted as concern, yet 

creates a sense of 
confinement 

Economic & 

Decision 

Dominance 

Financing dates, giving gifts, 

unilateral decision-making 

Pressure to perform as the 

primary provider and 

decision-maker 

Internalized role of 

compliance and deference to 

partner's decisions 

Emotion & 

Femininity 

Regulation 

Repression of male emotions, 

control of female emotions 

Maintaining a rational and 

strong image, disciplining 

partner's emotions 

Censoring independence and 

ambition to avoid threatening 

masculinity 

Normalization of 
Psychological 

Violence 

Belittling, silent treatment, 
threats of break-up 

Rationalized as discipline or 
teaching 

Often accepted as a 
consequence of personal 

fault or a form of tough love 

 

Table 1 synthesizes the four main themes identified from the qualitative data. The table illustrates 
how specific practices of domination are experienced and rationalized differently by male and female 
participants. It provides a clear, structured overview of the key dynamics underpinning masculine 
hegemony in these dating relationships. 
 
Discussion 

This study confirms and enriches the understanding of how hegemonic masculinity (Connell & 
Messerschmidt, 2005) is practiced and normalized in the context of urban dating relationships in 
Indonesia. The following discussion logically links the findings to existing literature. 
Masculine Domination in the Digital Era: Connected Coercive Control 

 The findings on digital control align closely with global scholarship on cyber dating abuse 
(CDA). The constant surveillance and pressure for responsiveness we identified represent a modern 
manifestation of masculine control. This extends the arena of domination into virtual space (Reed et 
al., 2016; Van Ouytsel et al., 2020). In Makassar, participants normalized this practice as part of the 
male protector role. This demonstrates how traditional gender norms adapt and reinforce themselves 
through technology (Gámez-Guadix et al., 2018). This pattern reflects research showing that cyber 
abuse often extends and intensifies face-to-face aggression in relationships (Borrajo et al., 2015; 
Caridade et al., 2019). The phenomenon also illustrates the mechanism of asserting precarious 
manhood (Vandello et al., 2008) in the digital world. Here, male control feels threatened by the 
partner's broader social network. The gendered significance in the patterns and impacts of digital 
abuse is clear (Brown et al., 2020; Reed et al., 2017). Motivations are often rooted in hostile sexism, 
the belief that women need controlling (Martínez-Pecino & Durán, 2019). The strong link between 
traditional masculine norms and CDA behavior has been documented in other contexts (Villora et 
al., 2019b), and our findings reinforce its relevance in the Indonesian setting. 
Masculinity, Economics, and Local Culture: A Complex Interplay 

The findings on economic dominance and decision-making reveal a complex interplay between 
global masculinity constructs and local Bugis-Makassar values. The pressure to be a breadwinner, 

even as a student, constitutes a concrete performance of masculine gender role stress (Eisler & 
Skidmore, 1987). The concept of siri' (self-esteem) for men (aro) is closely tied to this ability. Therefore, 
failure to meet financial expectations is not just a personal matter but a threat to masculine honor. 
This aligns with patriarchal models where the male economic role is a central pillar (Abd Aziz et al., 
2018). The imbalanced decision-making pattern reproduces gender role divisions acquired through 
socialization. This is a phenomenon also reported in cross-cultural studies, such as in India (Ram et 
al., 2014). These findings indicate the resilience of patriarchal cultural norms in shaping relational 
expectations among youth, despite their exposure to global equality discourses. 
Control Over Emotions and Normalizing Psychological Violence as "Discipline" 

The themes of emotion regulation and normalized psychological violence reveal the mechanisms 
of a more subtle patriarchal terrorism (Johnson, 1995). Acts of belittling and silent treatment function 
as tools to maintain power imbalances and punish deviations from expected gender roles (Johnson 
& Leone, 2005). The tendency to rationalize abusive behavior as "discipline" or "teaching" indicates a 
deep internalization of patriarchal norms by both parties. This is a phenomenon also reported in 
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studies of male victims in other cultural contexts (Alsawalqa, 2021b). The restriction of female 
independent expression is a strategy to appease threatened masculinity (precarious manhood). This 
pattern has also been identified as a predictor of aggression in other contexts like Brazil (D'Abreu & 
Krahé, 2014). The construction of the "Man Box" (Heilman et al., 2017; The Men's Project & Flood, 
2018) is evident in the pressure on men to suppress their own "weak" emotions while actively 
"managing" their partner's emotions. 
Contextualization in Similar Socio-Cultural Settings: Lessons from the Middle East and Asia 

This research finds strong resonance with studies from regions with strong collective gender 
norms, such as the Middle East and Asia. In Jordan, the link between "Man Box" schemas and 
intimate partner violence has been identified (Alsawalqa et al., 2021). Similarly, studies on women's 
experiences of electronic violence (Alsawalqa, 2021a) and dynamics of emotional violence in marital 
relationships (Alsawalqa et al., 2021) show comparable patterns of normalization. Research in Brazil 
also links masculinity constructs to increased risk of sexual aggression (D'Abreu & Krahé, 2014). 
These parallels highlight that in societies emphasizing collective honor and clear gender roles, 
expressions of masculine domination can take parallel forms. However, our study also reveals local 
specificities of Makassar. For example, the rationalization of digital control within the framework of 

siri' and protection adds a new nuance to the existing literature. 
Implications and Recommendations 

These findings underscore the urgency of implementing contextualized relationship health and 
gender equality education in universities. Prevention programs need to deconstruct the normalization 
of "control as care" and "violence as discipline." They must consider local cultural logic (Hinduja & 
Patchin, 2020). Interventions should be multi-level, targeting not only individuals but also peer group 
norms and the broader societal discourse supporting hegemonic masculinity. This approach aligns 
with recommendations from gender-transformative intervention frameworks (Jewkes et al., 2015). 
Future research is recommended to explore variations in expressions of masculine domination across 
different ethnic and religious contexts in Indonesia. Additionally, researchers should develop and test 
culturally sensitive measurement tools to detect subtle forms of psychological violence and control in 
the dating relationships of Indonesian youth. 
Table 2. Synthesis of the Discussion on Masculine Domination in the Dating Relationships of 

Makassar University Students 
Analytical 

Dimension 
Key Research Finding 

Key Theoretical 

Framework 

Relevance to Global 

Studies 

Masculinity & 
Digital Control 

Social media surveillance 
normalized as male 

protection/responsibility 

Hegemonic masculinity; 
Cyber Dating Abuse; 

Precarious Manhood 

Consistent with findings on 
CDA as an extension of 

offline violence (e.g., Reed et 

al.; Borrajo et al.) 

Masculinity & 

Economics 

Pressure to be primary 

provider triggers anxiety 

and decision dominance 

Masculine Gender Role 

Stress; Patriarchy 

Aligns with cross-cultural 

studies on breadwinner 

ideology (e.g., Ram et al.; Abd 

Aziz et al.) 

Local Culture & 
Honor 

Siri’ reinforces masculine 
obligations and 

legitimizes control 

Cultural masculinity; 
Collective honor 

Parallels honor-based 
societies in Asia & the Middle 

East 

Emotion 

Regulation & 

Power 

Male emotions 

suppressed; female 

emotions controlled 

Man Box; Patriarchal 

Terrorism 

Also found in contexts like 

Brazil and Jordan (e.g., 

D’Abreu; Alsawalqa) 

Normalization of 

Psychological 
Violence 

Emotional violence 

understood as discipline 

Internalized patriarchy; 

Coercive control 

Similar patterns in cross-

cultural studies on 
emotional violence 

Contextual 

Specificity of 

Makassar 

Digital control framed as 

siri’-based protection 

Local adaptation of 

hegemonic masculinity 

Adds contextual nuance to 

global literature 

Social 

Implications 

Need for culturally-based 

healthy relationship 

education 

Gender-transformative 

intervention 

Consistent with 

recommendations from 

Jewkes et al. & Hinduja & 
Patchin 

Table 2 provides a synthesis of the discussion, mapping key findings against relevant theoretical 
frameworks and demonstrating their alignment with global research. It emphasizes both the universal 
patterns of hegemonic masculinity and the unique cultural inflections found in the Makassar context. 
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CONCLUSIONS 
This study concludes that masculine domination in the dating relationships of university students 
in Makassar City manifests in complex, interconnected, and normalized forms. First, masculine 
hegemony operates not only in physical space but has adapted to and expanded into the digital realm. 
Control through social media and communication technology is often framed as an expression of care 
and responsibility as the aro (male protector). This digital sphere also serves as a new arena for 
asserting precarious manhood in the modern era. Second, the construction of masculinity intertwines 
with the local cultural value of siri' to reinforce gender role pressures. The obligation for men to be 
primary economic providers and decision-makers is influenced not only by global norms but also 
burdened by the demands of maintaining family honor in the Bugis-Makassar context. This dynamic 
induces significant gender role stress among male participants. Third, the research identifies subtle 
yet systematic mechanisms for controlling emotions and gender identity expression. Men are 
encouraged to suppress emotional vulnerability, while women internalize self-censorship of their 
independence and ambition to avoid threatening their partner's authority. Fourth, psychological 
violence has become normalized and is often unrecognized as such. Instead, participants rationalize 
it as a form of "discipline" or "teaching." This normalization is supported by a deep internalization of 

patriarchal norms by both perpetrators and victims, who view it as a natural consequence of 
relationship dynamics. Overall, this study demonstrates that masculine domination in dating is a 
multidimensional and contextual phenomenon. It results from the interaction between global 
masculinity discourses, patriarchal structures, and local cultural values. The findings highlight the 
critical need for culturally grounded prevention and intervention approaches. These approaches must 
employ a gender perspective and operate across multiple levels, from individuals and couples to peer 
groups and campus policies. The ultimate aim is to deconstruct toxic masculine norms and foster 
healthy, equitable dating relationships. 
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