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The rise of anti-feminist regressive movements, particularly those led by men's rights 
activist (MRA) groups poses a significant threat to gender equality for women. In Canada, 
feminist organizations have worked tirelessly to push for progressive change, such as the 
changes to the federal Divorce Act in 2019, to better reflect the realities of intimate partner 
violence.  

MRA groups directly challenge the advancements made on women’s rights and gender 
equality, often by using public discourse to attempt to undermine laws, policies, and public 
opinions that are aimed at improving supports for survivors of intimate partner violence. They 
are using public discourse to share their misogynist ideas and misinformation in online 
forums, blogs, articles, and debates. Their regressive backlash threatens to erode or even 
reverse progress made as feminist organisations have to focus on dispelling their 
misinformation while also continuing to push for progressive changes. 
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Regressive Movements Perpetuate Myths, Lies and 
Stereotypes in Public Discourse 
 

Myths, lies and stereotypes about intimate partner violence (IPV) include the following: 

• Myth: Intimate partner violence is rare. 

o Reality: Intimate partner violence is an epidemic in Canadian society.i 

• Myth: Intimate partner violence is not very serious, stops at separation and/or 
doesn’t affect children. 

o Reality: One women or girl is killed by intimate (male) violence every two 
days.ii 

o Children are victims of intimate partner violence, which generally continues, 
and even often escalates, post-separation.iii   

o Intimate partner violence raises safety concerns for both the mother and 
child victims.iv   

• Myth: Men and women perpetrate intimate partner violence at equal rates. 

o Reality: Studies show that men commit the vast majority of severe and 
coercive intimate partner violence, while women’s violence is more often 
defensive or retaliatory.v 

• Myth: Women frequently lie about intimate partner violence to gain advantages 
in family court. 

o Reality: False allegations are rare, and survivors often underreport abuse due 
to fear of retaliation or disbelief.vi 

• Myth: Intimate partner violence only happens in certain communities (e.g., low-
income, racialized, or immigrant communities). 

o Reality: Intimate partner violence occurs across all social, economic, and 
cultural groups, though marginalized women may face additional barriers to 
seeking help. For example, Indigenous women experiencing intimate partner 
violence often have difficulty accessing culturally appropriate resources 
when reporting this abuse.vii  
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• Myth: Intimate partner violence is mostly physical violence. 

o Reality: Intimate partner violence can include psychological, emotional, 
sexual, financial, and coercive control tactics, which can be just as 
damaging.viii 

• Myth: Feminist organizations exaggerate intimate partner violence to push an 
“anti-male” agenda. 

o Reality: Feminist organizations advocate for evidence-based policies that 
protect survivors and prevent violence. 

 
One example of these myths in action is the gun lobby’s response to NAWL’s work on gun 
control. These organizations claimed that NAWL was attacking “law-abiding citizens” and 
targeting hunters instead of “criminals”, suggesting that intimate partner violence is rare 
and is never committed by legal gun owners.ix These myths are also frequently used against 
survivors of intimate partner violence in the field of family law to gain an advantage in 
parenting disputes. 
 
 

Regressive Movements’ Efforts to Preserve Pseudoscience 
in the Family Court System  
 
One of the most prevalent and harmful myths used by regressive groups is the concept of 
“parental alienation”. This myth claims that women manipulate children to turn them 
against their fathers, including by making false accusations of intimate partner violence or 
child abuse. Canadian family law emphases the child’s need to have an equal relationship 
with both parents, and “maximum contact”, implying that the child's well-being requires 
maintaining a relationship with both parents. Often this commitment is enforced even if it 
means overlooking or minimizing the effects of intimate partner violence or child abuse.  
NAWL vigorously fought against both parental alienation claims and efforts to maintain or 
legislate a presumption of equal parenting time for both parents during its 2024 campaign.   
 
This pseudo-scientific theory claims that when a child refuses to see or interact with a 
parent, it is because the other parent has manipulated the child into believing that the 
estranged parent is harmful or dangerous. x Despite the lack of any scientific validity behind 
the concept, parental alienation has gained significant popularity, and it is frequently used 
in family courts to dismiss allegations of intimate partner violence.xi In Canada, 
accusations of parental alienation are regularly raised in family law cases, even though 

https://nawl.ca/pacampaign/
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there is growing international and national support for stopping the use of this unfounded 
theory in family courts.xii 
 
Parental alienation claims are particularly harmful to women, especially those who have 
experienced intimate partner violence, as these allegations are weaponized to undermine 
the credibility of women’s experiences. Research has shown that mothers are 
disproportionately targeted by these claims, with mothers being twice as likely as fathers to 
be accused of parental alienation.xiii The gendered nature of these accusations leads to a 
disturbing trend where mothers may be deemed “alienating” based solely on their child’s 
refusal to maintain contact with an abusive father. xiv As a result, children are placed with 
violent fathers and sometimes prevented from having any contact with their so-called 
“alienating” mother.  
 
The persistent myth that women make “false accusations” of intimate partner violence and 
child abuse is used to keep parental alienation claims in the family court system, even as 
expert opinion and international norms shift in favour of banning those claims. Indeed, a 
2023 report by the UN’s Special Rapporteur on Violence Against Women and Girls explicitly 
called on all countries, including Canada, to legislate against the use of parental alienation 
and other related pseudo-concepts in family law.xv In addition, a report issued in October 
2024 under the United Nations Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) called for the prohibition of these claims in 
Canadian courts.xvi 
 
 

Regressive Movements’ Advocacy for Shared Parenting 
 
Relatedly, men’s rights activist groups in many countries, including Canada, vigorously 
promote the presumption that it is in the child’s best interest to spend equal time with both 
parents.

xviii

xvii Such a stance is harmful as it ignores the child’s history of care (e.g. which 
parent was more present throughout their life) and experiences of intimate partner violence 
or child abuse. Efforts were made to move away from a presumption of shared parenting in 
the 2019 Divorce Act reform,  yet individuals and coalitions continue to lobby for 
legislation that would entrench shared parenting as the starting point in parenting 
decisions.  
 
These groups claim that equal parenting should be the default and argue that mothers 
often fabricate abuse allegations as a way to exclude fathers from their child’s life. By 
continuing to promote the myth that women lie about intimate partner violence, regressive 
movements create confusion and impede the necessary legal reforms that prioritize the 
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safety and well-being of women and children, particularly those living in situations of 
violence. 
 
 

Conclusion 
 
Feminist organizations and their supporters have been crucial in advancing women’s rights 
and gender equality, advocating for laws and policies that reflect the real experiences of 
women. However, as progress is made, there is also a rise in anti-feminist regressive 
movements. To effectively counter the harmful impact of regressive movements, it is 
essential to challenge their myths, misleading claims, lies and stereotypes while also 
pushing for policies that prioritize the safety and well-being of those experiencing intimate 
partner violence. 
 
 

NAWL’s Recommendations: 
 

• Continue to dispel anti-feminist myths and stereotypes that regressive movements 
use as fuel (similar to NAWL’s work dispelling myths in our Truths Campaign).xix 

• Educate lawmakers and the public on the realities of intimate partner violence and 
violence against children. 

• Amend federal and provincial family law legislation, including by: 
o Prohibiting the use of parental alienation claims in family law cases; 
o Explicitly rejecting a presumption of shared parenting or “maximum contact” 

with each parent; and 
o Prohibiting courts in family law matters from relying on myths and 

stereotypes about “parental alienation” and intimate partner violence. 

https://nawl.ca/truths-about-womens-equality-rights-and-the-canada-summer-jobs-program-attestation/
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