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FOREWORD

In 1971 the Journal of Marriage and the Family
published a special topic issue on family violence.
The editor commented in the introduction that the
articles were the first on that topic to have been
published since the journal began in 1938. Subse-
quently, there has been an exponential growth in
research on all aspects of domestic violence (Straus
1992). One indicator of the large research effort to
understand the causes and consequences of domes-
tic violence and to develop evidence-based methods
of prevention and treatment is that there are now
entire journals that focus on one or more aspects
of family violence. These include:

Abuse, Violence, Maltreatment and Neglect
Child Abuse and Neglect

Journal of Child Sexual Abuse

Journal of Child Sexual Abuse and the Law
Journal of Elder Abuse and Neglect
Journal of Emotional Abuse

Journal of Family Violence

Journal of Interpersonal Violence

Violence Against Women

Violence and Victims

In addition to these specialized journals, a great
deal of research on domestic violence is published
in more broadly focused journals. Like the Journal
of Marriage and the Family, they had not previous-
ly published research on domestic violence, or, like
the Journal of Family Psychology, did not exist in
1971.

The explosive growth of family violence research
cannot be explained on the basis of an increase in
wife beating or physical abuse of children because
the evidence indicates they have been decreasing
(Finkelhor & Jones in press; Gelles & Straus
2006; Straus & Gelles 1986). Rather, the growth
exemplifies the social construction of a social prob-
lem, or what Gusfield (1963) calls a “moral pas-
sage.” This was brought about by changes in
American society and resulting changes in the
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disciplines of criminology, pediatrics, psychology,
social work, and sociology.

The work of a pediatrician, Henry Kempe, is
generally credited with alerting the medical and
social work professions to what Kempe called the
“battered baby syndrome” (Kempe et al. 1962).
The efforts of pediatricians and social workers
were important in creating public recognition
of child abuse as a widespread social problem
(Nelson 1984; Pfohl 1977). A decade later, the
women’s movement brought about a similar trans-
formation of the public perception of wife beating
(Roy 1977; Steinmetz & Straus 1974). The rapid
emergence of public concern and research on these
and other aspects of domestic violence reflect sev-
eral major social changes that were occurring at the
time. I will list some of them in approximate chro-
nological order:

e The social activism of the 1960s, which cham-
pioned oppressed groups, was extended to the
oppression of children and women.

® The rising homicide, rape, and assault rates
from 1960 to 1980, violent political and social
protests and assassinations, and the Vietnam
War sensitized people to violence.

¢ Disenchantment with the traditional family in
the 1960s and 1970s facilitated the recognition
of negative features of family life, including
violence.

¢ Studies by Levinger (1966) and O’Brien (1971,
No. 2925, 1966) demonstrated that violence was
a factor in 40% of divorces.

® The growth in paid employment by mar-
ried women provided the economic means
for women to escape the abuse that had long
been tolerated. The increased legal, economic,
and social acceptability of divorce also helped
make it possible to no longer tolerate abusive
behavior.

® Professions with a stake in family interven-
tion grew rapidly. For example, the American
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Association of Marriage and Family Thera-
pists went from 3,375 members in 1975 to
12,302 in 1985.

Social-activist baby boomers were entering
graduate school, and they were interested in
using sociology as a means of social activ-
ism. A growing number of them were
women. Among the results were more atten-
tion to gender roles and research on oppres-
sion of women by men, including violence
used in maintaining male dominance (Straus
1973, 1976; Yllo & Bograd 1988; Yllo &
Straus 1984).

The women’s movement made rape and then
battering central issues in the mid 1970s and
created a new public consciousness of these
ancient cruelties. The movement also created
two new social institutions: rape crisis centers
and shelters for battered women. Both did
more than provide medical and psychological
assistance and safety. They were also ideologi-
cally important because they concretized and
publicized phenomena that had previously
been ignored (Straus 1974).

There was a convergence of certain aspects of
the conservative agenda of the period with the
agendas of the feminist movement and of
sociologists engaged in research on family vi-
olence. The conservative demand for “law and
order” and use of punishment to correct social
problems coincided with the demands of
women to end the virtual immunity of wife
beaters from legal sanctions. The sexual re-
pression that is a traditional aspect of conser-
vatism also coincided with feminist campaigns
against pornography.

Changes in theoretical perspectives in sociolo-
gy put the consensus model of society under
attack by conflict theory. The inevitability of
conflict in all human groups, including the
family, was recognized, along with the possi-
bility of violent conflict.

Certain enduring characteristics of sociology
as a discipline meshed with these historical
circumstances. One of these characteristics is
the tradition of seeing sociology as a vehicle
for social improvement. This tradition is espe-
cially strong in the United States, where many
early sociologists were ordained ministers. A
concern for the underdog and liberal political
leanings are also part of the sociological tradi-
tion. Finally, sociology has a strong debunk-
ing tradition (Berger 1973). Research on
family violence was consistent with these
three elements of the culture of sociology. It

held out the hope of improving families and
society, it came to the rescue of oppressed
women and children, and it debunked the
view of the family as a “haven.”

Not even the most dedicated scholar, much less
students, practitioners, and the general public, can
know what is in the treasure trove of information
created by the torrent of research in response to
these social changes. The Encyclopedia of Domestic
Violence helps solve this problem. It summarizes a
vast body of knowledge that provides a better un-
derstanding of a key human institution—the fami-
ly. The family is both the place where a typical
person is most likely to find love and support
and also the place where a typical person is most
likely to be a perpetrator or victim of violence. As
previously indicated, we are well on the way to
reducing the violent aspect of family life. There
are short-term ups and downs, but the long-term
trend is a major decrease in partner violence and
child abuse. The Encyclopedia of Domestic Violence
provides information, which, when applied, can
help accelerate that trend.

MURRAY A. STRAUS
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INTRODUCTION

Domestic violence remains a relatively new field of
study among social scientists. Only within the
past 4 decades have scholars recognized domestic
violence as a social problem. Initially, domestic
violence research focused on child abuse. Thereaf-
ter, researchers focused on wife abuse and used this
concept interchangeably with domestic violence.
Within the past 20 years, researchers have ac-
knowledged that other forms of violent relation-
ships exist, including dating violence, battered
males, and same-sex domestic violence. Moreover,
academicians have recognized a subcategory within
the field of criminal justice: victimology (the scien-
tific study of victims). Throughout the United
States, colleges and universities have been creating
victimology courses, and even more specifically,
family violence and interpersonal violence courses.

The media have informed us that domestic vio-
lence is so commonplace that the public has unfor-
tunately grown accustomed to reading and hearing
about husbands killing their wives, mothers killing
their children, or parents neglecting their children.
While it is understood that these offenses take
place, the explanations as to what factors contrib-
uted to them remain unclear. In order to prevent
future violence, it is imperative to understand its
roots. There is no one causal explanation for do-
mestic violence; however, there are numerous fac-
tors which may help explain these unjustified acts
of violence. Highly publicized cases such as the O.J.
Simpson and Scott Peterson trials have shown the
world that alleged murderers may not resemble the
deranged sociopath depicted in horror films. Rath-
er, they can be handsome, charming, and well-liked
by society. In addition, court-centered program-
ming on television continuously publicizes cases
of violence within the home informing the public
that we are potentially at risk by our caregivers and
other loved ones. There is the case of the au pair
Elizabeth Woodward convicted of shaking and
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killing Matthew Eappen, the child entrusted to her
care. Some of the most highly publicized cases have
also focused on mothers who kill. America was
stunned as it heard the cases of Susan Smith and
Andrea Yates. Both women were convicted of bru-
tally killing their own children. Many asked how
loving mothers could turn into cold-blooded kill-
ers. This encyclopedia will address this issue along
with many others.

The encyclopedia will educate the reader that
domestic violence takes on many forms. Through
recent scientific study, it is now known that domes-
tic violence occurs within different types of house-
holds. The purpose of creating an Encyclopedia of
Domestic Violence is to have available a compre-
hensive, one volume, state-of-the-research, easy-to-
read compilation of a wide variety of domestic
violence topics. This groundbreaking project will
be the first ever publication of an encyclopedia of
domestic violence. Editing this type of project was
an enormously exhaustive task. The first step in
putting together a volume of this sort was to create
a list of topics. Topics included entries that have
been given a great deal of consideration by scholars
(i.e., wife abuse, child abuse, date rape), as well as
those which have largely been ignored by scholars
(i.e., battered males, domestic violence by law en-
forcement officers, pseudo-family violence). The
second step was to locate potential contributors
who are experts on these selected topics. Authors
were chosen based on their scholarly reputations
within their respective fields of study.

The Encyclopedia of Domestic Violence can be
divided into seven categories: (1) victims of domes-
tic violence, (2) theoretical perspectives and corre-
lates to domestic violence, (3) cross-cultural and
religious perspectives, (4) understudied areas with-
in domestic violence research, (5) domestic violence
and the law, (6) child abuse and elder abuse, and
(7) special topics in domestic violence.
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Victims of Domestic Violence

Initial research recognized wives as victims of do-
mestic violence. Thereafter, it was acknowledged
that unmarried women were also falling victim to
violence at the hands of their boyfriends. Subse-
quently, the term “battered women” became syn-
onymous with “battered wives.” Legitimizing
female victimization served as the catalyst in intro-
ducing other types of intimate partner violence.

Theoretical Perspectives and Correlates
to Domestic Violence

There is no single causal factor related to domestic
violence. Rather, scholars have concluded that
there are numerous factors that contribute to do-
mestic violence. Feminists found that women were
beaten at the hands of their partners. Drawing on
feminist theory, they helped explain the relation-
ship between patriarchy and domestic violence.
Researchers have examined other theoretical
perspectives such as attachment theory, exchange
theory, identity theory, the cycle of violence, social
learning theory, and victim-blaming theory in
explaining domestic violence. However, factors
exist that may not fall into a single theoretical
perspective. Correlates have shown that certain
factors such as pregnancy, social class, level of
education, animal abuse, and substance abuse
may influence the likelihood for victimization.

Cross-Cultural and Religious Perspectives

It was essential to acknowledge that domestic vio-
lence crosses cultural boundaries and religious
affiliations. There is no one particular society or
religious group exempt from victimization. A vari-
ety of developed and developing countries were
examined in understanding the prevalence of do-
mestic violence within their societies as well as their
coping strategies in handling these volatile issues. It
is often misunderstood that one religious group is
more tolerant of family violence than another. As
Christianity, Islam, and Judaism represent the
three major religions of the world, their ideologies
were explored in relation to the acceptance and
prevalence of domestic violence.

Understudied Areas within Domestic Violence
Research

Domestic violence has typically examined traditional
relationships, such as husband-wife, boyfriend—
girlfriend, and parent—child. Consequently, scholars
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have historically ignored non-traditional relation-
ships. In fact, certain entries have limited cross-
references based on the fact that there were limited,
if any, scholarly publications on that topic. Only
since the 1990s have scholars admitted that violence
exists among lesbians and gay males. There are other
ignored populations that are addressed within this
encyclopedia including violence within military and
police families, violence within pseudo-family envir-
onments, and violence against women and children
with disabilities.

Domestic Violence and the Law

The Violence against Women Act (VAWA) of
1994 helped pave domestic violence concerns into
legislative matters. Historically, family violence
was handled through informal measures often re-
sulting in mishandling of cases. Through VAWA,
victims were given the opportunity to have their
cases legally remedied. This legitimized the separa-
tion of specialized domestic and family violence
courts from criminal courts. The law has recog-
nized that victims of domestic violence deserve rec-
ognition and resolution. Law enforcement agencies
may be held civilly accountable for their actions in
domestic violence incidents. Mandatory arrest poli-
cies have been initiated helping reduce discretion-
ary power of police officers. Courts have also
begun to focus on the offenders of domestic vio-
lence. Currently, there are batterer intervention
programs and mediation programs available for
offenders within certain jurisdictions. Its goals are
to reduce the rate of recidivism among batterers.

Child Abuse and Elder Abuse

Scholars began to address child abuse over the last
third of the twentieth century. It is now recognized
that child abuse falls within a wide spectrum. In the
past, it was based on visible bruises and scars.
Today, researchers have acknowledged that psy-
chological abuse, where there are no visible inju-
ries, is just as damaging as its counterpart. One of
the greatest controversies in child abuse literature is
that of Munchausen by Proxy. Some scholars have
recognized that it is a syndrome while others would
deny a syndrome exists. Regardless of the term
“syndrome,” Munchausen by Proxy does exist
and needs to be further examined. Another form
of violence that needs to be further examined is
elder abuse. Elder abuse literature typically fo-
cused on abuse perpetrated by children and care-
givers. With increased life expectancies, it is now



understood that there is greater probability for
violence among elderly intimate couples. Shelters
and hospitals need to better understand this unique
population in order to better serve its victims.

Special Topics in Domestic Violence

Within this encyclopedia, there are entries that may
not fit clearly into one of the aforementioned cate-
gories. Therefore, they will be listed in a separate
special topics designation.

How to Use this Book

The Encyclopedia of Domestic Violence provides a
simple, alphabetically-arranged reference guide to a
variety of topics written by leading international
scholars. Both the List of Entries A-Z and the
Thematic List of Entries will prove useful in direct-
ing readers to topics of interest covered at length.
The end of each entry includes cross-references
(See also) so that the reader may search other
entries of similar interest within the book. Each
entry also contains a list of References and Further
Reading, including sources used by the authors of
the entries as well as additional work of scholarship
and other resources that may be of great use to the
reader. As the overarching topic of domestic vio-
lence is complex, covering a range of issues that are
distinct and yet often deeply interrelated, a thor-
ough, analytical Index assists the reader in finding
information on specific topics appearing across
different entries throughout this volume. This is a
breakthrough project as there has never been a
similar encyclopedia of this scope published to
date. This publication will allow scholars the infor-
mation to share their research and study new topics
in the field.
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AFRICA: DOMESTIC VIOLENCE
AND THE LAW

Domestic violence is a form of aggression perpe-
trated by one family member against another. It
includes a pattern of behaviors involving physical,
sexual, economic, and emotional abuse, used alone
or in combination, by an intimate partner often for
the purpose of establishing and maintaining power
and control over the other partner (Human Rights
Watch 1995). Studies have shown that women are
the primary victims of domestic violence (Green-
feld 1998; Neubauer 1999; Rennison and Welchans
2000). This is particularly true of women in Africa,
where studies show that 35 to 75 percent of women
are victims of violence at the hands of fathers,
husbands, intimate partners, or male members of
their families at some point in their lives (AFROL
News 2002; Hajjar 2004; Human Rights Watch
2003; Mulama 2005; Okereke 2002). Given this
situation, this article examines the role the law
plays in the problem of domestic violence in Africa.

First and foremost, most African countries do not
have specific laws prohibiting domestic violence and
the associated gender-specific abuses women and
girls suffer in Africa. The South African 1998 Do-
mestic Violence Act is a notable exception in that it

prohibits not only domestic violence but rape within
marriage and other forms of violence in both marital
and nonmarital relationships, including abuses by
parents, guardians, other family members, and any-
one who resides with the victim (Human Rights
Watch 2003a). In Mauritania, a Protection from Do-
mestic Violence Act was passed in 1997 (Bowman
2003). Additionally, as a result of pressure from the
United Nations, African Union, World Health Orga-
nization, international and domestic human rights
organizations, international and domestic nongov-
ernmental organizations (NGOs), and human rights
activists from around the world, a number of coun-
tries (including Ghana, Kenya, Nigeria, Tanzania,
and Uganda) have drafted domestic violence
bills which are at various stages of parliamentary
discussions (Human Rights Watch 2005; Sarpong
2002). Other countries, such as Senegal, Tanzania,
and Zimbabwe have laws prohibiting violence
against women and girls, but such laws are rarely
enforced. Even the constitutions of several countries
in Africa guarantee equal rights to all citizens, in-
cluding clauses that bar discrimination on the basis
of sex; however, as Human Rights Watch (2000)
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points out, the governments of African countries
have failed to enforce existing laws and implement
policies that reflect the principles of gender equality
found in both regional and international human
rights documents.

Although passing gender-sensitive laws that re-
flect the principles of human rights found in inter-
national documents such as the Convention on
the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination
against Women (UN CEDAW 2000) and regional
documents such as the Protocol to the African
Charter on Human and People’s Rights on the
Rights of Women in Africa of the African Union
are moves in the right direction, such laws become
mere formalities if they are not enforced. For ex-
ample, in 1998, the Ghanaian Parliament passed
the Criminal Code Amendment Bill banning all
forms of ritualized enslavement, but according to
Aird (2003), ritualized forced labor is still practiced
in Ghana. Similarly, female genital mutilation—a
practice that is widespread in Africa—has been
outlawed in twelve countries, but according to the
Ark Foundation Ghana (2005) and Human Rights
Watch (2002), the practice still goes on, and per-
petrators have been prosecuted only in Burkina
Faso, Ghana, Senegal, and Sierra Leone. Further,
in Uganda, the 1972 Succession (Amendment) De-
cree, intended to recognize women'’s right to inherit
from their husbands and fathers, and the 2003
Land Act (Amendment) Bill, intended to provide
widows greater protection from eviction from their
matrimonial homes following the death of their
husbands, are usually not enforced. Tanzania’s
Marriage Act of 1971 prohibits corporal punish-
ment of wives by husbands and grants spouses
equal rights to property acquired through joint
efforts. In practice, however, Tanzanian women
are still denied these rights (Gonzalez-Brenes
2004). Furthermore, the Penal Code in Zambia
prohibits virtually all abuses associated with sexual
violence, coercion, and discrimination based on
sex, but these provisions are not enforced by the
state (Human Rights Watch 2003a). From the fore-
going, it is evident that enforcing existing statutes
while drafting new legislations would stem down
the tide of domestic abuse in Africa.

Also relevant to the problem of domestic violence
in Africa is the fact that most African countries
have multiple legal systems: statutory law, civil
law, customary law, and religious law. When these
legal systems conflict, as they often do, the dictates
of customary law and/or religious law are generally
adhered to. For example, in Cameroon, marital
rape is recognized as an offense under statutory
law but tolerated under customary law because it

is culturally accepted that consent to marriage con-
stitutes unlimited consent to sexual intercourse
(Human Rights Watch 2002 and 2003a; Tetchiada
2005). Further, rape, according to Hajjar (2004), is
a punishable offense in every Muslim society, but
under dominant interpretations of Sharia, forced
sex within marriage is not an offense. Also, in Sierra
Leone and Cameroon, the statutory age of marriage
is twenty-one and fifteen, respectively, while under
Islamic and customary laws in both countries, a girl
is marriageable at twelve (Human Rights Watch
2003d). In Nigeria, the Criminal Code stipulates
that the age of marriage is sixteen, but under cus-
tomary law, girls can be married off at twelve; in
Ethiopia, the age of marriage according to statuto-
ry law is eighteen, but under customary law, girls
can be married off at the tender age of eight (United
Nations 2002). Further, civil law in Liberia prohi-
bits polygyny but customary law permits men to
have two or more wives simultaneously (U.S. De-
partment of State 2004). In light of the above, the
problem of domestic violence in Africa is partially
due to the conflicts that exist among the multiple
legal systems that operate in Africa.

Another area where the law in Africa tends to
contribute to the problem of domestic violence is in
its stance to rape. There is generally a narrow
definition of the crime of rape in most African
countries (Gyau 2004; Okungu 2003). The laws in
many countries (East Timor, Liberia, Nigeria, Sierra
Leone, Tanzania, Zambia, Zimbabwe), when refer-
ring to “‘sexual violence,” specifically talk about rape
as the penetration of a female victim’s vagina by a
male perpetrator’s penis; at times, the definition
goes further to require ejaculation for the elements
of the crime of rape to be complete (Advocates for
Youth 2005; Amnesty International 2004 and
2005a; Klein 2004; Nduna 2004). Acts of forced
oral or anal sex or penetration by foreign objects
are not considered rape. The confusion in rape laws
in Africa is worse in Sierra Leone, where the rape
of a person over the age of sixteen is considered a
felony and carries a maximum sentence of life im-
prisonment, but the rape of a thirteen-year-old girl
is misconstrued as a misdemeanor and carries a
maximum sentence of two years. Even more con-
fusing is the fact that to be classified as rape in both
cases, the victim must have been a virgin, because
forced sexual intercourse with a nonvirgin is not
considered rape in Sierra Leone (Standley 1999).
Also, statutory law in Sierra Leone requires that all
serious criminal cases be tried under general law,
but rape cases are frequently prosecuted under cus-
tomary law, under which the alleged perpetrator is
generally required to pay “‘virgin money” to the



family of his victim and to the chiefs who oversee
such cases. In Muslim communities, the “virgin
victim” is sometimes forced to marry the offender,
as a girl or woman who is not a virgin is considered
less eligible for marriage (Human Rights Watch
2003d). In other countries, the rules of evidence
require the corroborating testimony of a witness
to the sexual assault before a rape survivor’s state-
ment can be admissible in court (Amnesty Interna-
tional 2005b; Hajjar 2004). Consequently, families
of rape survivors in those countries seek monetary
compensation rather than criminal prosecution.

In some ways, statutory laws in Africa discrimi-
nate against women and in so doing contribute to
the problem of domestic violence. For example,
Article 7 of the Trade Code in Cameroon allows a
husband to oppose his wife’s right to work if the
protest is made in the interest of the household and
family, and according to Articles 1421 and 1428 of
the Civil Code, women are not fully entitled to use,
enjoy, or sell their own property. Article 1421
grants husbands the right to administer communal
property, which means that the husband has the
legal right to sell or mortgage the couple’s property
without the wife’s consent (UN CEDAW 2000).
Also, Section 361 of the Penal Code in Cameroon
criminalizes adultery, but the provisions differ
depending upon whether the adulterer is the wife
or the husband. The law provides that “any
married woman having sexual intercourse with a
man other than her husband shall be punished”
and that “any married man having sexual inter-
course in the matrimonial home, or habitually hav-
ing sexual intercourse elsewhere, with a woman
other than his wife or wives, shall be punished”
(International Women’s Rights Action Watch
1999). While in the case of women «/l adultery is
a criminal offense, for men, it is or is not a crime
depending on the venue or frequency.

Under the Personal Status Code of Morocco and
Egypt, women are treated as legal minors and denied
the legal autonomy to conclude their own marriage
contracts. The code establishes male authority over
female members of the family (Alami 1992). Fur-
thermore, women in Africa seeking to formally ter-
minate violent marriages through divorce face
enormous legal obstacles. In most countries, a
woman cannot simply accuse her husband of adul-
tery to terminate their marriage; she must couple her
claim with a claim of cruelty and/or desertion or
claim that the adultery was incestuous or bigamous.
There is no such legal requirement for men. Mar-
riage and divorce laws in Uganda discriminate
against women and contravene constitutional guar-
antees for nondiscrimination, equal protection of the
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law, and equal rights in marriage, during marriage,
and at its dissolution. For example, Section 27 of
Uganda’s Divorce Act stipulates that if a wife’s
adultery is the cause of a divorce, a court may
order that all or part of her property be settled for
the benefit of the husband and/or the children
(Human Rights Watch 2003a). There is no such
provision for men. Nationality laws in Egypt,
Liberia, Morocco, Nigeria, and Zambia also dis-
criminate against women. While men from these
countries can transmit their nationality to their chil-
dren wherever they are born and whoever their
mothers are, women, on the other hand, do not
have the same right (International Women’s Rights
Action Watch 1999). Furthermore, immigration
rules in Nigeria require that a wife obtain her hus-
band’s endorsement before she can be issued an
international passport and that for the children to
be endorsed on her passport, their father must give
written consent (Embassy of Nigeria 2005).
Religious laws in Africa are also discriminatory
against women and as a result can contribute to the
prevalence of domestic violence. Sharia tends to be
interpreted in ways that give men power over
women family members; dominant interpretations
of Sharia treat women as legal minors and accord
men the status of heads of their families with
guardianship authority over and responsibility for
women. As a result, women have a duty to obey
their guardians—husbands, fathers, or other male
heads of the family (Hajjar 2004). Consequently, a
male legal guardian of an adult woman can oppose
her choice of husband (Human Rights Watch
2001). Also, under the Sharia penal code in
Nigeria—as in other African countries with large
Muslim populations—a husband has the right to
beat his wife as long as the beating does not result
in grievous harm, which is defined as loss of sight,
hearing, power of speech, facial disfigurement, or
other life-endangering injuries (Women’s Interna-
tional Network 1998). In effect, while divorce is
a permissible option to end a marriage under
Islam, in many largely Islamic countries, it tends
to be treated as a male prerogative; women can
easily be divorced but not seek divorce (Amnesty
International 2005a and 2005b). Additionally,
dominant/fundamentalist interpretations of Sharia,
according to Hajjar (2004), allow men to have up to
four wives, to whom they have unabridged sexual
access and who cannot refuse, because such refusal
can be conceived as a defiance of their duties and
can give rise to accusations of disobedience, thereby
triggering legal justification for beating. Such inter-
pretations are evident in decisions handed down by
Sharia courts in predominantly fundamentalist
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countries. For example, an appellate Sharia court
in Nigeria upheld a sentence of death by stoning
against a woman for having sex outside marriage,
while setting free the man she allegedly had sex
with on the ground that the court lacked sufficient
evidence to prosecute him for the alleged adultery
(Human Rights Watch 2001). This growing Islamic
fundamentalism led the Egyptian government to
amend its constitution in 1981 to provide that the
principles of Sharia would constitute the main
source of legislation in Egypt (Hajjar 2004). There
is no doubt that such legislations would adversely
affect women.

Another way the law could affect the incidence
of domestic violence in Africa is in its recognition
of customary laws and practices. Due to the multi-
plicity of ethnic origins and cultural differences
reflected in the various beliefs and practices found
in most African countries, national governments
allow local governments and authorities to inter-
pret and apply local norms and values to issues that
arise from within their communities without inter-
ference as long as such norms and values pass the
“repugnancy test.” This test, according to Okerea-
foezeke (2001), is the government’s legal require-
ment that for a customary law to be enforced, it
must neither be repugnant to natural justice, equity,
and good conscience nor be contrary to any written
law. Since African traditional society is highly pa-
triarchal, the resulting body of customary laws is
highly discriminatory against women (U.S. Depart-
ment of State 2005a). For example, under African
customary law, a man can marry two or more
wives simultaneously and can divorce any one of
them without any verifiable justification (Human
Rights Watch 2001). Women have no such right.
Also, once married, an African woman is consid-
ered her husband’s inheritance property, compara-
ble to her spouse’s personal property and real
estate, and upon his death, she herself can be inher-
ited by her husband’s brother (AFROL News 2004;
Human Rights Watch 2003¢c; U.S. Department of
State 2004). As an old custom, wife inheritance was
a way for men to take responsibility for their dead
brothers’ children and household, but the fact that
it can be and is frequently forced on the woman
contributes to the problem of domestic violence
against women in Africa.

Most marriages under customary law require the
family of the prospective husband to pay a “bride
price,” or dowry, in the form of money or a gift to
the family of the prospective wife (U.S. Department
of State 2005a and 2005b). Historically, this pay-
ment indicated appreciation for the characteristics
and skills of the bride and a bonding of the two

families and the extended family on both sides.
Now, a bride price is frequently regarded simply as
payment for a commodity and, as in any commercial
transaction, entitles the husband—essentially, the
buyer—to full ownership rights over his acquisition
(Amnesty International 2005b). As property, many
women married under customary law have no au-
thority within what is seen as the man’s home (Am-
nesty International 2005a). According to human
rights organizations and the United Nations, this
practice subjugates women to the unbridled au-
thority of their husbands because it reinforces the
inferior status of women within customary mar-
riages (League of Democratic Women 2005; United
Nations 2002) and forces women to remain in abu-
sive relationships (Okereke 2002). Furthermore,
under customary law, husbands have numerous
grounds for divorce available to them, including
infidelity, infertility, adultery, witchcraft, or insubor-
dination. The grounds available to wives are limited
to impotence, excessive cruelty, and desertion.

Also under customary marriage laws, spouse
abuse is not a legitimate ground for divorce. In
fact, interviews by Human Rights Watch and
other human rights organizations across Africa
show that neither men nor women see anything
wrong with a husband beating his wife every now
and then (Human Rights Watch 2001, 2002,
2003c). The League of Democratic Women (2005)
holds that in addition to approving of physical
abuse of wives, women also perpetrate psychologi-
cal violence on other women, especially in the ob-
servance of widowhood rites, which include
shaving the woman’s head bald; making her sit/
sleep on the floor for a certain length of time;
making her drink water used to bathe the corpse;
making her jump over the corpse/grave; making her
sit/sleep with the corpse; making her eat from a
broken plate and not allowing her to wash the
hand used to eat; expecting her to cry/wail early
in the mornings; keeping her in seclusion or
restricting her movement for a certain period of
time; making her take an oath of innocence; and
disinheriting her of property acquired with her de-
ceased spouse. In contrast, a widower is showered
with sympathy and compassion on the death of a
wife. To console him, a woman could be procured
for the widower even on the night of the wife’s
death to keep him “company.”

Although most African countries do not have
laws specifically prohibiting domestic violence and
related gender-specific violence perpetrated against
women and girls, it can be argued that the greatest
problem with regard to domestic violence in Africa is
nonenforcement of existing laws and constitutional



provisions that bar discrimination on the basis of
sex. By the same token, amending laws that directly
or indirectly discriminate against women would be a
move in the right direction.

GoDpPOWER O. OKEREKE

See also Africa: The Criminal Justice System and
the Problem of Domestic Violence in West Africa;
Cross-Cultural Examination of Domestic Violence
in China and Pakistan; Cross-Cultural Examination
of Domestic Violence in Latin America; Cross-
Cultural Perspectives on Domestic Violence; Cross-
Cultural Perspectives on How to Deal with Bat-
terers; South Africa, Domestic Violence in
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AFRICA: THE CRIMINAL JUSTICE
SYSTEM AND THE PROBLEM OF
DOMESTIC VIOLENCE IN WEST

AFRICA

Domestic violence is a form of aggression per-
petrated by a family member or an intimate part-
ner, usually male, on another family member or
partner, usually female. According to Amnesty In-
ternational (2004), domestic violence is a problem
the world over and affects one in every three
women; this translates into approximately one bil-
lion women who have been beaten, coerced into
sex, or otherwise abused in their lifetime. This
problem is particularly pernicious in Africa, where
both international and regional human rights and
gender-sensitive documents have not been imple-
mented by the governments of the various
countries (Human Rights Watch 2002). This article
examines how the criminal justice systems in West

African countries respond to the problem of do-
mestic violence in the subregion.

Laws are made by legislatures and enforced by
the police, and when violators are arrested, the
courts interpret the law and assign punishment
accordingly. It follows, then, that before the police
and subsequently the courts can get involved in the
problem of domestic violence, the law must prohi-
bit this behavior. However, among West African
countries, only Mauritania has specific domestic
violence legislation in place (Amnesty International
2004). Article 297 of the Senegalese Penal Code,
amended in 1999, punishes violence against women
by imprisonment of one to five years (Center for
Reproductive Law and Policy 2001). Ghana and
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Nigeria both have draft legislations designed to
make domestic violence illegal in their countries
(Human Rights Watch 2005). As of this writing,
the rest of the countries in West Africa have yet to
draft domestic violence legislations (Amnesty Inter-
national 2004). Without specific domestic violence
legislation which prescribes the responsibilities of
the officials of the criminal justice system, the vic-
tims will continue to suffer (Archer 2002). By the
same token, the constitutions and sometimes civil
laws of the various West African countries guaran-
tee equality before the law and forbid discrimina-
tion based on sex, race, religion, class, ethnicity, or
language; despite this, women continue to experi-
ence extensive societal discrimination, especially in
rural areas, where women generally are confined to
traditional roles. For example, though the Gha-
naian Parliament banned the practice of customary
servitude (known as Trokosi) in 1998, the practice
still goes on (Aird 2003). Also, female genital muti-
lation has been outlawed in many West African
countries (including Burkina Faso, Gambia,
Ghana, Guinea, Ivory Coast, Mauritania, Niger,
Senegal, and Togo), but the practice continues
and prosecutions are few (Human Rights Watch
2003c). Further, despite the 1985 Agrarian and
Land Reform Legislation in Burkina Faso—which
established equality between men and women and
granted women the right to own land—in practice,
women in this country are still denied this right
(Center for Reproductive Law and Policy 2001).
Commitment on the part of the governments of
the various countries to enforcing the provisions
of the constitutions and, in some cases, civil laws
of their respective countries would stem the tide of
domestic violence within the West African subre-
gion. Such commitment would include providing
funds for gender-sensitive training of criminal jus-
tice officials and outlining the responsibilities of
each part of the criminal justice system.

Further, it has been charged that some laws in
West African countries are narrow and in some
instances ambiguous, and as a result are confusing
to even criminal justice officials (Human Rights
Watch 1995). For example, rape laws in Liberia,
Nigeria, and Sierra Leone provide a narrow defini-
tion of the crime of rape that requires penetration
of the vagina by a man’s penis for the elements of
the crime to be complete (Advocates for Youth
2005; Amnesty International 2005a; Human Rights
Watch 2003c). Acts of forced oral or anal sex or
penetration by foreign objects are not considered
rape. According to Human Rights Watch (2003d),
this discrepancy in rape laws is worse in Sierra
Leone, where the law holds that unlawful carnal

knowledge of a girl over the age of 16 is a felony
but unlawful carnal knowledge of a 13-year-old
girl, whether with or without her consent, is a mis-
demeanor. To be classified as a crime in either case,
the victim must be a virgin, because forced sexual
intercourse with a nonvirgin in Sierra Leone is not
considered rape (Standley 1999). Similar confusion
exists in Senegal, where the rape of a person over
the age of 16 is a felony but the rape of younger girls
is misconstrued by the police and the judiciary as
unlawful carnal knowledge, which makes the act a
misdemeanor. To improve the handling of domestic
violence by the criminal justice system, any inherent
confusion in the law as well as narrow definitions of
the crime of rape must be given attention.

In evaluating how the criminal justice system
handles the problem of domestic violence in West
Africa, it is necessary to note that several statutes
in many West African countries discriminate
against women. For example, in Cameroon, civil
law allows a husband to oppose his wife’s right to
work in a separate profession if the protest is made
in the interest of the family. Also, while Cameroo-
nian law gives a woman the freedom to organize
her own business, it allows her husband to end such
commercial activity by notifying the clerk of the
commerce tribunal of his opposition (Human
Rights Watch 2002). These laws, in effect, subju-
gate women to the authority of men. In addition,
the law in many West African countries either tol-
erates marital rape or does not recognize it as a
crime. In Cameroon, for example, marital rape is
recognized as an offense under statutory law but
tolerated under customary law because it is cultur-
ally accepted that consent to marriage constitutes
unlimited consent to sexual intercourse (Human
Rights Watch 2002 and 2003a; Tetchiada 2005).
The law permits men in West Africa to have two
or more wives simultaneously but does not allow
polyandry. Spousal abuse is not a legal and suffi-
cient ground for divorce (Gambia is an exception).
Further, the law in some countries even permits
husbands to beat their wives (New York University
School of Law 2004). In Nigeria, for example, the
Penal Code permits husbands to ‘“‘correct” their
wives as long as such “correction” does not result
in grievous harm, which is defined as loss of sight,
hearing, power of speech, facial disfigurement, or
other life-endangering injuries (Women’s Interna-
tional Network 1998). Under this type of legal
discrimination, it should not be surprising that
the police in Nigeria as well as within the subregion
do not intervene in “family affairs” except in the
case of serious bodily harm or murder (Amnesty
International 2004).
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The law also discriminates against women in the
manner in which it punishes people who assault
others. For example, the Criminal Code for South-
ern Nigeria prescribes different sentences for the
crime of assault depending on whether the victim
of the attack is a man or a woman. Whereas assault
on a man is a felony and carries a prison term of
three years, assault on a woman is a misdemeanor
and carries a prison term of two years (Amnesty
International 2004). Also, Section 361 of the Penal
Code in Cameroon criminalizes adultery, but the
provisions differ depending upon whether the adul-
terer is the wife or the husband. The law holds that
“any married woman having sexual intercourse
with a man other than her husband shall be pun-
ished” and that “any married man having sexual
intercourse in the matrimonial home or habitually
having sexual intercourse elsewhere, with a woman
other than his wife or wives, shall be punished” (In-
ternational Women’s Rights Action Watch 1999). In
effect, for a man to be punished for adultery, the act
must either take place in the matrimonial home or be
habitual. But, in the case of a woman, all acts of
adultery are criminal. Also, nationality laws in Liberia
and Nigeria allow men from these countries to trans-
mit their nationality to their children wherever they
are born and whoever their mothers are. Women,
on the other hand, are not given the same privilege
(International Women’s Rights Action Watch 1999).
Furthermore, immigration rules in Nigeria require
that a married adult woman wishing to obtain an
international passport must secure her husband’s en-
dorsement before such a passport can be issued to her
and if she wants the children to be endorsed on her
passport that she presents their father’s written con-
sent (Embassy of Nigeria 2005). Rules of this nature
make the intervention of the criminal justice system
in cases of domestic violence problematic. Addition-
ally, whereas divorce is a permissible option under
the marriage and divorce laws of West African
countries, it tends to be treated as a male prerogative.
A woman cannot be granted divorce on the ground
of adultery or abuse alone; she must accompany
either claim with cruelty and/or desertion. Men, on
the other hand, can divorce their wives without
any verifiable justification (Amnesty International
2005b). In effect, women can easily be divorced but
not seek divorce. So, when the spirit and/or the letter
of the law clearly discriminates against women, there
is very little that criminal justice officials can do to
fight domestic violence.

Criminal justice officials in various countries in
West Africa have been accused of maintaining a
dismissive, unsympathetic, or nonchalant attitude
toward the problem of domestic violence within the

subregion (Amnesty International 2005a and 2005b).
Human Rights Watch (1997) has charged that the
police do not see domestic abuse as a “real” crime but
as a family matter in which the state has no right
to intervene (AFROL News 2002). Court officials
are said to be complacent in dealing with victims
of domestic abuse who seek their assistance (U.S.
Department of State 2004) and judges are said to
blame the victims of domestic abuse for their own
victimization (Amnesty International 2005b). The
criminal justice system as a whole has even been
accused of discriminating against women in the sub-
region (U.S. Department of State 2004). Relative to
the above, the following need to be taken into ac-
count. Each country within the subregion is made up
of multiple ethnic groups whose customs, traditions,
norms, values, beliefs, practices, dialects, and lan-
guages are different to say the least. To be sensitive
to this ethnic pluralism, the governments allow cus-
tomary laws to operate alongside civil or general laws
as long as such customary laws pass the “repugnancy
test,” which is the government’s legal requirement
that for a customary law to be enforced, it must
neither be repugnant to natural justice, equity, and
good conscience nor be contrary to any written law
(Okereafoezeke 2001).

It is common experience in these countries that the
law in theory and the law in practice remain es-
tranged; customary law is actually given precedence
over civil or general law in case of conflict. Since the
state allows the police and the courts (especially
those in the rural areas) to operate in accordance
with local norms and values, interviews conducted
by both Amnesty International (2005b) and Human
Rights Watch (2003c, 2003d) reveal that victims of
domestic violence (including sexual violence) and
their families do not report such abuses to the police
but rather seek informal (mostly financial) settle-
ments. It is postulated that this reluctance to report
abuses to the police is due to negative experiences
with the criminal justice system, especially with the
police. Also, customary norms and practices in the
various countries (especially in the rural areas) either
do not see anything wrong with wife beating or
tolerate the behavior. Consequently, both men and
women see spouse abuse as normal (Human Rights
Watch 2003c); women especially see domestic vio-
lence as another burden they must bear (League of
Democratic Women 2005). Since the officials of the
criminal justice system are products of the same
culture, it should be expected that they too would
not see anything wrong with a man beating his wife.
While this does not justify the abuse or excuse either
police or judicial inactivity with reference to this
problem, it does indicate that the government of
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each country needs to embark on a public awareness
campaign to educate the public about the ills of
certain norms, traditions, customs, and values, as
well as the costs of domestic violence to the society
at large. It also indicates that the governments need
to pass domestic violence legislation detailing the
responsibilities of all citizens, the police, court offi-
cials, prosecutors, judges, social workers, and coun-
selors, as well as providing and funding shelters for
abused women and children.

The public’s reluctance to report abuses to the
police also indicates that the governments of West
African countries need to pay attention to those cus-
tomary norms, values, beliefs, and practices that are
prejudicial toward women and girls and that make
them vulnerable to abuse. For example, whereas
statutory laws among West African countries set
the age of marriage at between 15 and 21, under the
customary laws of the various countries girls are
marriageable at 12 and, in some instances of arran-
ged and forced marriages, younger (Human Rights
Watch 2003b). Along the same line is the custom that
requires the family of a prospective husband to pay
a “bride price,” or dowry, in the form of money or a
gift to the family of the prospective wife (U.S.
Department of State 2005a and 2005b). Historically,
this payment indicated appreciation for the qualities
and skills possessed by the bride and served to cement
the relationship between the two families and their
respective extended families. Currently, this symbolic
gesture is assumed to be equivalent to payment for a
commodity and, as in any commercial transaction,
entitles the husband—the buyer—to full ownership
rights over his “purchase” (Amnesty International
2005b). Having been “‘bought,” many women marr-
ied under customary law have no authority within
what is seen as the man’s home (Amnesty Interna-
tional 2005a). According to human rights organiza-
tions and the United Nations, this practice
subjugates women to the unbridled authority of
their husbands because it reinforces the inferior sta-
tus of women within customary marriages (League of
Democratic Women 2005; United Nations 2002) and
forces women who cannot repay the dowry to remain
in abusive relationships (Okereke 2002). Another
customary practice that contributes to the abuse of
women and as a result needs to be given legislative
attention by the governments of West African
countries is wife inheritance. Once a bride price has
been paid, the woman is considered the property of
the husband. When he dies, the widow is often unable
to collect any inheritance; indeed, since she herself is
considered part of the man’s inheritance property,
she could be inherited by another male family mem-
ber, often against her will (AFROL News 2004). If a

woman is customarily considered to be her husband’s
property and can be inherited by another male family
member on the death of her husband, there is not
much the police can do for her if she is a victim of
abuse; they might even be apt to escort her back to
her abusive husband or family, to whom she belongs.

Also hampering a positive relationship between
abused women and the police and criminal justice
system in West Africa is the growing incidence of
religious fundamentalism. Fundamentalist and
dominant interpretations of Islamic law, Sharia,
in countries with large Muslim populations (such
as Nigeria and Sierra Leone) treat women as legal
minors and accord men the status of heads of their
families with guardianship authority over and re-
sponsibility for women (Human Rights Watch
2001). These interpretations allow men to have up
to four wives, to whom they have unabridged sex-
ual access and who cannot refuse, because such re-
fusal can be conceived as a defiance of their duties
and can give rise to accusations of disobedience,
thereby triggering legal justification for beating
(Hajjar 2004). In these countries, Sharia tends to
be interpreted in ways that give men power over
women family members. As a result, women have a
duty to obey their guardians-husbands, fathers, or
other male heads of the family; failure to do so
could result in violence (Hajjar 2004, p. 9). Such
fundamentalist interpretations are evident in deci-
sions handed down by Sharia courts in Nigeria.
For example, an appellate Sharia court in northern
Nigeria upheld a death by stoning sentence against
a woman for having sex outside marriage, while
setting free the man she allegedly had sex with on
the ground that the court lacked sufficient evidence
to prosecute him for the alleged adultery (Human
Rights Watch 2001). Under the Maliki School of
Thought, dominating interpretation of Sharia
penal codes in the twelve northern states in Nigeria
which have introduced them since 1999, pregnancy
is considered sufficient evidence to condemn a
woman to death, but a mere oath by the man deny-
ing having had sexual intercourse with the woman
is often considered sufficient proof of innocence
unless four independent and reputable eyewitnesses
declare his involvement in the act of voluntary
intercourse (Amnesty International 2004). The
fault here is not with the police or the criminal
justice system failing to protect women or discrimi-
nating against women, but with the federal govern-
ment for allowing such fundamentalist/dominant
interpretations of religious tenets to prosper.

This article asserts that the criminal justice system
in West Africa does not take the problem of domes-
tic violence within the subregion seriously. The
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authors believe that this is mainly due to the lack of
domestic violence legislation and gender-sensitive
laws; preference given to statutory and customary
laws that discriminate against women and girls;
prevalence of customs, traditions, beliefs, and prac-
tices that are prejudicial toward women and girls;
and the inability of the governments of West African
countries to check the growing incidence of religious
fundamentalism and ethnic intolerance.
GopproweR O. OKEREKE and
PETER RACHEOTES
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AFRICAN AMERICAN COMMUNITY,
DOMESTIC VIOLENCE IN

According to the 2000 Census, there were over 34
million Americans who identified as African Ameri-
can. This group constitutes over 12 percent of the
U.S. population (U.S. Bureau of the Census 2001).
As a group, they are very diverse and differ greatly
from each other in socioeconomic status, education
level, racial identity, acculturation, family structure,
and political affiliation (Sue and Sue 2003). For
example, while roughly 20 percent of African Amer-
icans live in poverty, about one-third are considered
middle or upper class. While one-third of African
American men are involved in the criminal justice
system, one out of seven African American families
earned more than $50,000 per year (Hildebrand,
Phenice, Gray, and Hines 1996). Since the 1970s
and 1980s, when violence against women first
became viewed as a critical social issue, scholars
have begun to examine racial and ethnic differences
in the incidence and severity of violence. A growing
focus of this inquiry has been domestic violence in
the African American community.

Intimate Partner Violence in the African
American Community

Although violence against men does occur, women
are much more likely than men to be the victims of
violence (Tjaden and Thoennes 2000). According to
the National Violence against Women Survey
(NVWS) (Tjaden and Thoennes 2000), 22 percent
of women surveyed reported being physically
assaulted by a current or former spouse or partner
in their lifetime, compared with 7 percent of men
reporting such assaults. Similarly, violence against
women tends to be intimate partner violence (IPV);
64 percent of the women compared with 16 percent

of the men in the NVWS who reported being raped,
physically assaulted, or stalked were victimized by a
current or former spouse/intimate partner. In fact,
femicide, the homicide of women, is among the
leading causes of death for African American
women between the ages of 15 and 44 (Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention 2005), and many of
these femicides are committed by the victims’ inti-
mate partners (Campbell et al. 2003). Another po-
tential consequence of IPV is increased rate of HIV
infection among African American women who are
abused (Lichtenstein 2004). For example, in one
study of a predominantly African American sample
of HIV-infected women, the author concluded that
risk for HIV infection was increased because these
women were trapped in abusive relationships with
HIV+ men and were not able to negotiate sexual
activity with their partners. Due to these types of
disparities in IPV, most of the research in this area
has focused on violence toward women, including
the literature addressing domestic violence in the
African American community.

Among the most cited studies that examined do-
mestic violence, or IPV, among African Americans
were the First and Second National Family Violence
Surveys. In the first study conducted in 1975, Straus,
Gelles, and Steinmetz (1980) reported that black hus-
bands reported higher rates of severe violence and
overall violence toward their wives than did white
husbands; in black families the rate of overall wife
abuse was 169 per 1,000, compared with 112 per
1,000 for white families. For severe acts of violence
toward wives, the rate for blacks was 113 per 1,000
versus 30 per 1,000 for whites. Straus and his collea-
gues also examined wife-to-husband abuse and
found that black wives reported severe violent acts
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toward their husbands at nearly twice the rate of
white wives (76 per 1,000 compared with 41 per
1,000). This pattern of findings was replicated in the
second survey conducted ten years later, in 1985
(Straus and Gelles 1986), which found that black
families reported higher rates of overall husband-to-
wife abuse (169 per 1,000) and wife-to-husband
abuse (204 per 1,000) compared with white families
(107 per 1,000 and 116 per 1,000, respectively). Based
on these data, questions were raised about whether
African Americans were actually more violent in
general than whites. Subsequent research has re-
sulted in oftentimes confusing and seemingly contra-
dictory findings, with some studies reporting
similarities between IPV rates between blacks and
whites, and others reporting increased risk of IPV
toward black women compared with white women
(West 2002a).

Some of the differences found in this literature
are attributable to the confounding effects of socio-
economic variables, such as neighborhood disad-
vantage (Benson, Wooldredge, Thistlethwaite, and
Fox 2004), and low education and employment
status, particularly for the perpetrators of interper-
sonal violence against African American women.
For example, in an examination of risk factors for
femicide in abusive relationships, Campbell et al.
(2003) reported that the strongest sociodemographic
risk factor for femicide was the abuser’s lack of
employment. The abuser having a college (versus
high school) education or a college degree while
searching for work were found to be protective fac-
tors against femicide. When these sociodemographic
factors were included in regression models, the race/
ethnicity of abusers and victims failed to have in-
dependent effects on femicide. As stated by the au-
thors, ““‘unemployment [of the abuser] appears to
underlie increased risk often attributed to race/eth-
nicity” (p. 1092). Benson and his colleagues also
found that differences between white and African
American women’s risk of violence decreased sub-
stantially (although still remained significant) when
taking into account neighborhood disadvantage
(e.g., percentage of residents unemployed, on public
assistance, and living below the poverty line).

Risk Factors for Intimate Partner Violence
against African American Women

Factors associated with African American women’s
ability to leave abusive relationships include having
their own home and their own source of income
(Lichtenstein 2004), further highlighting the impor-
tance of sociodemographic factors in understanding
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IPV among African American women. Sociodemo-
graphic circumstances are also among the most
commonly reported risk factors for IPV among
African American women. “African-Americans are
economically and socially disadvantaged, which
places them at greater risk for IPV” (West 2004,
p- 1489). Closely related to economic disadvantage
is the fact that many African American women
are marginalized, making them vulnerable to multi-
ple traumatic experiences (West 2004). Other risk
factors may include stereotypes and myths about
African American women that may affect their
help-seeking. Stereotypes of the black superwoman
may discourage an African American woman from
seeking help because she might subscribe to the belief
that she should be strong enough to endure or stop
the violence directed toward her. Similarly, African
American women, cognizant of the stereotypes that
portray them as aggressive, masculine, dangerous,
and promiscuous (Bell and Mattis 2000), may avoid
seeking help out of fear that they will be blamed for
the abuse. They may also be seen as less legitimately
needful of help because of their darker skin
and potentially larger size and the perception that
they are more likely to fight back (Bell and Mattis
2000). These stereotypes may also present African
American women as needing to be controlled by
their men, which may foster IPV as well (Bell and
Mattis 2000; Hampton, Oliver, and Magarian 2003).
Alcohol-related problems are also risk factors for
IPV among African Americans (Benson et al. 2004;
Campbell, Sharps, Gary, Campbell, and Lopez
2002).

Cultural and Community Factors

Other risk factors for IPV seem culturally specific
to African American women. In her interviews with
black battered women jailed for illegal activity,
Richie (1994) used life history interviews to distin-
guish this group of women from (a) white battered
women in jail and (b) black women in jail who had
not been battered. Comparison of their responses
allowed Richie to identify experiences unique to
this group of black battered women. Compared
with the nonbattered black women, the black
women who were battered reported a notable
sensitivity to the social and economic position of
African American men. This concern for African
American men prompted a desire to protect them
from a racially unjust criminal justice system,
resulting in fewer attempts to call the police or get
other forms of help. Participants also reported feel-
ing the need to provide opportunities to their men
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to help them feel more powerful, oftentimes doing
so by relinquishing much of their own power. Be-
cause of poor treatment of black men by white
men, and because black women were often able to
find employment when their male counterparts
could not, these women felt a sense of privilege
compared with their male partners, and felt com-
pelled to accept the violence.

While it is important to hold men responsible for
the violence they inflict on women, it is also impor-
tant to understand some of the contexts in which
this violence might develop. As stated by King
(1997), discussions of African American male vio-
lence should not take place outside of the context
of understanding the treatment of African Amer-
icans in this country. In particular, he points to
significant features of the African American expe-
rience in America, like chattel slavery, institutiona-
lized racism, lynching, higher rates of execution in
the criminal justice system, police brutality, and
poverty. These injustices may cause feelings of frus-
tration and hopelessness in African American men,
and may lead to alcohol and drug use and low
socioeconomic attainment. Perceived and real dif-
ferences in earning potential between black men
and women can also be a source of frustration
and tension in a relationship, where the man does
not feel able to fulfill society’s prescribed role for
him as wage-winner; this frustration and tension
may also lead to violence (West 2002a). Similarly,
racial discrimination toward black men may lead to
decreased access to resources and opportunities,
causing stress and violence among black men.
Oliver (2000) summarizes an argument by Staples
(1982), which states that this anger and frustration
toward society becomes displaced and their wives
and girlfriends bear the burden of it. Similarly,
Hampton et al. (2003), in describing the cultural
and community context of domestic violence in the
African American community, note that African
American men, particularly those of lower social
status, have adopted alternative ways of exerting
their “manhood” because the traditional ways
(e.g., being the financial provider) have been unat-
tainable for them; these alternatives to establishing
manhood may include violence.

Other scholars have written about beliefs held by
many in the African American culture that may in-
crease women’s risk of IPV. One is the so-called
shortage of eligible black men that might cause
some women to consider “man sharing,” which
increases a man’s power over a woman (Lichtenstein
2004), or may discourage a woman from leaving an
abusive relationship out of fear of not finding another

partner. Another is the negative portrayal of African
American women in some popular music, particularly
gangsta rap, which often advocates violence as an
acceptable method of relating to and controlling
women (Bell and Mattis 2000).

Residing in violent communities can also in-
crease risk for intimate partner violence for African
American women because residence in such com-
munities increases the likelihood of a woman being
exposed to other types of violence (West 2002a) and
may isolate her from potential sources of support
(Benson et al. 2004; Hampton et al. 2003). Deterior-
ating environmental conditions in communities
also weakens that community’s ability to influence
and control the behavior of its residents. In these
communities, violence becomes an acceptable way
to respond to interpersonal conflict, and typical
social controls such as churches and neighbors are
no longer able to influence IPV (Benson et al. 2004).
Similarly, African American women experiencing
IPV who are also involved in illicit drug use quickly
become isolated from the potentially supportive
communities that may provide assistance in escap-
ing the abuse (Hampton et al. 2003).

Theories of Intimate Partner Violence

Several theories of violence against women have
emerged. Among them is feminist theory, which
posits that women are abused by men because of
the patriarchal and sexist values advocated by society
and its institutions (e.g., media, legal system). These
values are rooted in a history of ordained violence
against women, which included viewing women and
girls as the property of their husbands and fathers
and gave men the right to chastise or reprimand their
wives by hitting them.

Several critiques of feminist theory emerged
from African American and other scholars (e.g.,
Collins 1991; West 1999) who stated that the theory
did not address the unique history and experiences
of African American women and was therefore
inadequate in describing the experiences of African
American women, including their experiences of
abuse. Because its primary focus was addressing
male oppression of women, feminist theory has
been criticized for catering only to the experiences
of white middle-class women and ignoring the
experiences of women of color and the poor. So,
although feminist theory has challenged white male
supremacy, it has also been accused of stifling the
experiences and ideas of black and other margin-
alized women (Collins 1991) who live at the inter-
section of sexism and racism. This dual minority
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status, or position as both woman and black in
society, sets the stage for a unique set of experiences
and presents unique challenges for black women that
the traditional feminist literature does not address.
The theory’s focus on male privilege also does not
adequately address IPV among lesbians, and in par-
ticular, lesbians of color, who exist at the intersection
of racism, sexism, and heterosexism. According to
T. C. West, another problem with feminist theory in
addressing IPV against African American women is
that it equates black and white men’s male privilege
relative to women, ignoring the pervasive culture of
racism that impacts black, and not white, men’s
status in society. As argued by Collins (1991), T. C.
West (1999), and others (e.g., hooks 1989; Richie
1994), in order to fully understand the experiences
of black women, including those affected by IPV,
critique must occur not only on issues of gender, but
also on issues of race, class, and sexual orientation.

Black feminist thought emphasizes the importance
of race, gender, and class oppression; in doing so, it
“fosters a fundamental paradigmatic shift in how we
think about oppression” and “[embraces] a paradigm
of race, class, and gender as interlocking systems of
oppression” (Collins 1990). It further acknowledges
African American women as both self-defined and
self-reliant and places a strong emphasis on the ac-
quisition of knowledge as a way of combating op-
pression (Collins 1990). Emphasis is placed not only
on changing the consciousness of individuals, but
also on altering society’s political and social institu-
tions in order to support needed change.

The inclusive examination of multiple forms of
oppression also allows one to examine the relative
salience of each of a number of identities. Accord-
ing to hooks (1989), race, class, and sex determine a
woman’s position in life and whether she will be
dominated or will have the power to dominate.
C. M. West (2004) explains that “when compared to
poor women and lesbians, social class and heterosex-
ual privilege can protect middle class or heterosexual
Black women from some types of aggression. At the
same time, racism can make it difficult for Black
women, regardless of their economic status and sex-
ual orientation, to escape racially based . . . violence™
(p. 226). Black feminist theory also recognizes that
black women may be more susceptible to violence in
many settings (e.g., intimate relationships, commu-
nities) because of their position at the intersection of
oppressions (West 2002a).

Richie’s (1994, 1996) theory of gender entrapment
provides a framework for explaining illegal activity
among battered women of color and incorporates
four levels of analysis: social (examines societal
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structures and practices), individual (considers how
human behavior is influenced by intimate relation-
ships), community (examines the influence of com-
munity norms and values on behavior), and
intrapsychic (considers how internal psychological
processes affect meaning-making). This theory,
which attempts to incorporate the combined effects
and intersection of gender identity, cultural deter-
minants of behavior, violence, and crime, is one
more example of the comprehensive approaches
and models needed to understand phenomena
such as IPV against African American women.

Prevention, Intervention, and Treatment

Ways to reduce violence against African American
women have been proposed. Some address the so-
cial inequities experienced by African American
men (see Hampton et al. 2003) and call for a reduc-
tion in joblessness and underemployment among
African American men through high school reten-
tion programs and through job information and
placement centers. Community-based interventions
designed to educate men and boys about manhood
and womanhood and that challenge the prevailing
and damaging stereotypes about African American
men and women have also been proposed. These
community-based programs, which can be offered
through local churches or fraternities, will be most
effective if they successfully combat societal and
cultural norms that subjugate and oppress women.

Throughout the African American IPV litera-
ture, there exist several calls for culturally compe-
tent treatment of African Americans who are
affected by IPV. Successful treatment will require
both the therapist and the client to reject stereo-
types of the dangerous African American woman
and accept her vulnerability; it may also be neces-
sary for practitioners and service providers treating
African American women to help them grieve the
loss of their “superwomen’ identities. The healers
in IPV interventions may also be required to serve
as advocates for their clients (Bell and Mattis
2000), potentially assisting them as they navigate
the criminal justice system and helping them to
secure the resources necessary for them and their
children to live safe and violence-free lives. Bell and
Mattis further assert that culturally competent
interventions with African American victims of in-
terpersonal violence should be consistent with a
client’s culture, including themes and topics most
directly relevant to African American women, par-
ticularly religion and spirituality. This culturally
sensitive treatment and incorporation of religion
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and spirituality should not include challenges to
women’s religious beliefs, but rather should provide
a safe place where women can explore and critically
examine their own beliefs (Bell and Mattis 2000).
Treatment of religious women may also include
referrals to or collaborative work with religious
leaders who have been trained in dealing with do-
mestic violence issues, allowing women to explore
their religious and spiritual issues (Jordan 2002).

C. M. West (1997) provides several recommen-
dations for culturally appropriate assessment and
treatment for women of color who experience IPV.
She notes that a comprehensive assessment of race
and ethnicity should be conducted, during which
time clients can identify their primary ethnic iden-
tity (e.g., West Indian vs. black), which may allow
for a better understanding of their worldview. Ad-
ditionally, both objective (income, education) and
subjective (perceived social status) measures of so-
cioeconomic status should be assessed, as should
family structure, which might include an assess-
ment of family members’ roles and the family’s
social support network. West also notes that it is
critical to assess family members’ previous experi-
ences with violence, including community violence,
war, and lynchings. Suicidality and cultural coping
strategies, including family rituals and other
sources of strength, should also be assessed. Treat-
ment should include legal assistance, provision of
safety, helping women to regain a sense of control,
and the validation of her experiences and feelings
(West 1997). Additionally, practitioners should as-
sist women in developing and strengthening their
social support networks, and may use literature,
art, and music as opportunities to reflect on their
experiences (West 2002b).

Other recommendations for practice and educa-
tion are provided by Campbell et al. (2003). These
include using a strengths-based approach to inter-
ventions, increasing the number of African American
workers to help African American victims of IPV,
and focusing on injury prevention. Oliver (2000)
discusses how aspects of African American popular
culture, which include the common experiences,
beliefs, and values among black people, could be
used to increase awareness of the problem of IPV
among African Americans and to potentially im-
prove the effectiveness of IPV interventions. Facets
of this popular culture include its heroes, music,
common history of racism, and the black church.
Oliver identified several mediums in the black pop-
ular culture that may be effectively used to combat
issues of IPV in the community. For example, at-
tendance at gospel musicals or black gospel plays is

becoming increasingly popular among African
Americans. These plays often address issues of rele-
vance to black Americans and can be used to facili-
tate domestic violence prevention and intervention.
According to Oliver, shows like How to Treat a
Black Woman and Why Good Girls Like Bad Boys
have already addressed IPV. Another potential me-
dium is black radio, which serves as a source of
communication and dissemination of black popu-
lar culture (Oliver 2000). Oliver describes the po-
tential for radio programming and black disk
jockeys to impart information and generate discus-
sion about IPV in the black community. Finally,
black music can be used in treatment with African
American women through discussion of the lyrics
relevant to IPV or other personal and relational
issues relevant to African American women.

The Black Church

The role of the black church in addressing and
combating IPV among African American women
has been discussed by many scholars. Some scho-
lars have noted that the church has been and can be
a detriment to ending violence because of the patri-
archal structure of most churches, the use of some
scriptures to support the subjugation of wives by
their husbands, or by ignoring the problem of IPV
altogether (Fortune 2000). However, the church
can also be a tremendous source of strength and
support for African American women experiencing
partner abuse (Bell and Mattis 2000). Similarly,
prayer and faith can both be impediments to tradi-
tional help-seeking as well as provide support to IPV
victims (West 1997). Because African American
women may turn to their faith or religion in time
of trouble, including IPV (Berkel, Furlong, Hick-
man, and Blue 2005), the church can be central to
addressing issues of violence among its members.
Because of its position of esteem in the African
American community, the church has a unique op-
portunity to effectively provide education about
IPV and support for its victims, many of whom
regularly attend church (Jordan 2002). This educa-
tion and support may be in the form of helping
both victims and offenders to understand the true
meaning and context of scriptures often used to
justify male domination over women. For example,
Jordan asserts that the church must address the
theological justifications often used for violence
toward women and provide accurate interpreta-
tions of biblical texts that address male—female
relationships. Another critical issue is the gender
imbalance in church leadership. When women have
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more leadership positions in the church, issues af-
fecting them, like IPV, are more likely to get
addressed. According to Jordan, the black church
is in a position not only to address domestic vio-
lence directly through providing shelter and re-
sources for victims of IPV, but to address many
of the contextual factors that might increase risk
for IPV, such as unemployment, underemploy-
ment, and alcohol abuse. T. C. West (1999) further
contends that black churches should denounce vio-
lence against women and challenge the culture of
many churches that supports male domination.

Coping Strategies and the Process of Survival

Much of the data on African American women
victimized by IPV focus on their incidence of bat-
tering. Also needed is an understanding of their
coping strategies and processes of survival (West
2004). Using a womanist framework, Taylor (2004)
interviewed twenty-one self-identified African
American women survivors of IPV to determine
how they understood and labeled their experiences
and how they moved beyond simply surviving to
thriving. The first of the six themes related to survi-
vorship-thriving that were identified was sharing
secrets/shattering silences. The cultural value of not
“putting one’s business in the street” was recognized
as an impediment to their safety. The process of
healing began for many women through speaking
out about their abuse, either with family members
and friends, or with therapists in individual or group
therapy. hooks (1989) states that black people are
often taught not to speak out and to remain silent,
perhaps out of a fear of rejection or isolation. But,
according to hooks, and echoed by the survivors in
this study, speaking out can be an act of resistance
and can challenge a system of domination.
Reclaiming the self, or resisting society’s defini-
tion of who they were and who they were supposed
to be, was another theme identified. Being able to
define one’s self and identify one’s own course
served to empower these women. Renewing the
spirit was the third theme identified, and referred
to women’s need to resurrect their spirits, which
had died or were dying as a result of the abuse. This
spiritual healing was essential to their overall
health and recovery. This finding underlies the im-
portance of spirituality in the lives of African
American women in general, as well as those who
have experienced IPV. As stated by others (e.g.,
Bell and Mattis 2000), in order to provide cultur-
ally competent service to African American women
who are victims of IPV, practitioners must address
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spiritual and/or religious issues. The fourth theme
identified was self-healing through forgiveness,
which was achieved gradually and only after
obtaining some distance from the relationship.
The forgiveness of their partners was seen as a
personal victory and was central to the partici-
pants’ self-healing.

The final two themes, finding inspiration for the
future and self-generativity by engaging in social
action, address the development of a sense of hope
and empowerment, which are critical advances for
women who previously had felt both hopeless and
powerless. Based on these findings, the author re-
commends that interventions with African American
women with a history of IPV include a focus on
spirituality, forgiveness, safe places to share their
stories, and opportunities for activism (Taylor 2004).

Areas for Future Research

One area in the African American IPV literature
requiring critical attention is the topic of battering
among lesbians (West 1998). According to Robinson
(2002) and others, in many ways the dynamics of
lesbian battering are very similar to nonlesbian bat-
tering. According to Robinson, the cycle of violence is
often similar, the victims of abuse are often isolated
from their friends, families, and other potential
sources of support, and for some lesbian couples,
one or both partners may have problems with alco-
hol. Lesbian battering also differs, however, in very
important ways. First, the threat of being outed is a
significant concern for lesbians who have not come
out to members of their family, coworkers, or land-
lords. Internalized homophobia or fear of homopho-
bic reactions by others may also discourage lesbians
from seeking help.

C. M. West (2002, 2004) provides several other
recommendations for future research in the area of
domestic violence in the African American commu-
nity. First, researchers should limit the number of
simple black—white comparisons in partner abuse
and focus more on the inclusion of more diverse
samples of black women. Currently, much of the IPV
literature focuses on the experiences of low-income
women, which results in a paucity of information
about middle- and upper-class women. Research on
protective factors and resiliency are also needed
(West 2004). Other recommendations include broad-
ening the definitions of violence to include both emo-
tional and verbal abuse (West 2002a), and
stereotypes held by both victims and helpers (West
2002b). Campbell et al. (2003) also call for future
research that generates and tests multidimensional
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causal models of violence and research that examines
the impact of batterer intervention programs on bat-
terers and couples. More community-based studies
that address sociodemographic factors like employ-
ment status, single parenthood, education, substance
abuse, support systems, and history of abuse are also
needed (Campbell et al. 2003).

Although research in the area of IPV in the African
American community has grown considerably in
the last decade and has expanded our knowledge of
the experiences of African Americans—particularly
women—and violence, more research is needed to
provide an in-depth understanding of the multiple
factors that may foster or eliminate violence between
intimates. To address this critical issue, scholarship
and intervention strategies must continually incor-
porate and expand their understanding of the influ-
ence of multiple forms of oppression and culture on
violence between intimates.

LAVERNE A. BERKEL

See also Dating Violence among African American
Couples; Minorities and Families in America, Intro-
duction to; Multicultural Programs for Domestic
Batterers; Native Americans, Domestic Violence
among; Rural Communities, Domestic Violence in
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ANALYZING INCIDENTS
OF DOMESTIC VIOLENCE: THE
NATIONAL INCIDENT-BASED
REPORTING SYSTEM

Domestic violence continues to exist in American
society in spite of legislative and community-level
strategies aimed at eradicating this social problem.
Likewise, prevention and intervention efforts by
professionals in the fields of law enforcement, public
health, and social work have been met with some
success. One particular challenge to addressing issues
related to domestic violence is the lack of knowledge
about the nature and extent of the problem in Ameri-
can communities. Correspondingly, this arises, in
part, from the inconsistencies in definitions of cir-
cumstances and behaviors used to categorize inci-
dents as domestic violence.

Addressing Definitional Issues of
Domestic Violence

In attempting to address these challenges, two im-
portant definitional issues are pertinent. First is the
question of what constitutes domestic violence. In
addressing this question, it is important to consider
the changing nature of interactions within various
interpersonal relationships. The relationships that
individuals maintain in contemporary society are
varied and often elude clear definitional categories.
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Relationship classifications most often used in both
crime data and other survey data typically fall into the
categories of “family,” “acquaintance,” “stranger,”
and “unknown” (Federal Bureau of Investigation
[FBI] 1992, 2004). Some argue that these categories
pose problems as to the mutual exclusivity and collec-
tive exhaustion of many relationships that exist
among individuals. In certain situations, individuals
initially seeming to be strangers are not truly complete
strangers; they may, in fact, be acquaintances. That
is, they may be relative strangers, but not absolute
strangers (e.g., the grocery bagger, the video store
clerk, public transportation passengers).

The second question concerns the definition of
what constitutes violent behavior. Recognizing the
extent of violent behavior is a challenge, as the clas-
sification of various types of acts may differ across
law enforcement reporting mechanisms. While be-
havior that shows evidence of criminal injuries is
certainly reflective of violence, in some instances
similar behavior may not result in criminal injuries.
Similarly, other actions, such as intimidation or ver-
bal threats, while not producing physical injuries,
may constitute violent behavior depending on the
categorization of these actions. Regardless of the
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degree of injury, some of these conflicts may go
unreported. Even when these incidents are brought
to the attention of law enforcement, they may not
be classified as involving domestic disputants. In
certain situations, determination of what constitutes
violence may also be based upon the consequence of
the behavior rather than an absolute standard. These
classification and reporting problems are not re-
stricted to domestic violence. Often measuring
other socially defined behaviors and interactions
involves similar ambiguities.

Historical Reporting

In the past, definitional aspects of domestic violence
were less of a concern than obtaining reliable infor-
mation on these victimizations. What was known
about these conflicts was derived mainly from anec-
dotal information, victim accounts, or cases that
made headlines in the local or national media.
Aspects of this problem continue to persist into the
twenty-first century. However, beginning in the early
1990s, pursuant to inception of the Violence against
Women Act, efforts to collect more systematic infor-
mation about domestic violence included the use of
the Uniform Crime Reporting (UCR) of the Federal
Bureau of Investigation (FBI) and the National
Criminal Victimization Survey (NCVYS), in addition
to various large- and small-scale surveys.

These efforts were designed to gauge the frequency
of occurrences and to more fully describe the
nature of the conflicts and injuries that occur be-
tween disputants in domestic settings. While these
sources are informative, questions have been raised
at times about the accuracy of the results, as they
sometimes have appeared inconsistent or contradic-
tory. For example, according to the Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention (2003, p. 1) nearly
5.3 million intimate partner violence victimizations
occur each year. However, UCR statistics report as
few as approximately 258,000 of such criminal vic-
timizations on average (FBI 2004, p. 342). Many of
these reporting disparities, however, are likely of
more of a technical than a substantive nature. For
example, differences in what is considered a domes-
tic conflict and what is considered criminally violent
behavior are often at issue. Varying definitional
debates at least partially explain variances in the
data that often inform policy and practice dis-
cussions regarding the incidence and prevalence of
domestic violence (for a similar debate pertaining to
general crime reporting, see FBI 2004, pp. 502-504).

To study domestic homicide, the Supplement-
ary Homicide Report (SHR) of the UCR is often

examined to provide information about the dynam-
ics of lethally violent events. These data not only
contain the critical relationship categories noted
above, but also describe some of the circumstances
(e.g., weapon use, location of incident) and demo-
graphics (age, sex, race) of the disputants in these
incidents. Data for 2003 show 1,804 (12.5 percent)
victims of homicide at the hands of a family-related
offender and an additional 4,401 (30.5 percent) vic-
tims of homicide by an offender who was identified
as an acquaintance (FBI 2004, p. 21). Additionally,
these data reveal that in incidents in which the victim
knew her assailant, about 29 percent involved related
offenders (FBI 2004, pp. 18-23). While the SHR
allows for more detailed examination of criminal
behavior resulting in death than the UCR, unfortu-
nately it does not provide information about other
forms of nonlethal assaultive behavior, ranging from
intimidation to aggravated assault incidents.

Through examination of various official measures
(i.e., UCR and SHR), one gains some information to
more fully comprehend the nature and extent of
some forms of domestic violence. However, it must
be noted that such information is representative
only of those incidents known to the police. One
important exception to this is the self-report house-
hold survey, the NCVS, which for the year 2003
conveyed that the estimated proportion of com-
pleted criminal stranger violence not reported to
police was about 36 percent, and unreported vio-
lence involving nonstrangers was 47 percent (U.S.
Department of Justice 2005, Table 93). This clearly
reflects the fact that some victims are either reluc-
tant or unwilling to disclose to law enforcement
their victimization. Additionally, while some inci-
dents of domestic violence may and do come to the
attention of other authorities or community assis-
tance centers, the UCR (and most police data
relating to criminal behavior) does not give any
specific indication of the noncriminal behaviors
that occur (i.e., forms of verbal or psychological
abuse).

The Promise of the National Incident-Based
Reporting System

The existence of more comprehensive law enforce-
ment reporting mechanisms that allow for in-depth
analysis of various aspects of domestic violence
incidents could prove useful in the development of
more effective laws and programs aimed at curbing
these events. To this end, one development that
may assist in the understanding of the dynamics
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of these violent encounters is the FBI’s National
Incident-Based Reporting System (NIBRS).

The NIBRS is a complete redesign of the original
UCR summary reporting data system. This rela-
tively new reporting system to be used by all law
enforcement agencies across the United States
includes up to fifty-three data elements (including
weapon use, location type, injuries suffered, etc.)
and allows for recording of forty-six different crim-
inal offenses that may occur in a criminal incident
(FBI 1992 and 1999). The importance of these data
is that they are incident, rather than offense, orient-
ed. That is, in any given criminal incident, all the
criminal offenses that occurred in the incident as well
as all associated information pertaining to victims,
offenders, property loss, offense type and dynamics,
and any arrestee associated with that incident is
reported in the NIBRS. Additionally, all person
crimes (homicide, rape, aggravated assault, robbery,
simple assault, and intimidation) reported require
documentation of circumstances of the incident
(e.g., weapons used, presence of substances used by
the offender including both alcohol and drugs), rela-
tionship categories for all victims and offenders,
injuries sustained, and victim and offender demo-
graphics (age, race, sex, and residency), as well as
the location of the incident. Lastly, many of these
attributes are available for all offenders, all victims,
all offenses, and all arrestees reported in the incident.

This wealth of information compared with pre-
vious criminal offense data is a remarkable advance
but also poses a number of computational chal-
lenges (Akiyama and Nolan 1999). The computa-
tional issues aside, this detailed information has
afforded a number of recent efforts to explore the
dynamics of domestic violence that show the prom-
ise of data of this nature. For example, Thompson,
Saltzman, and Bibel (1999) showed that in
Massachusetts 10 percent of women victims had
experienced more than one offense in the incident.
Moreover, they found that when it came to female
victims, intimate partners were more likely than
nonpartners to commit simple assault, intimida-
tion, and aggravated assault (Thompson et al.
1999, p. 163).

Additionally, a report from the FBI utilizing
1998 NIBRS data showed 1.6 million criminal inci-
dents reported. Of these, 421,493 victims of violent
offenses were identified and 112,042 victims of vio-
lence were found to have related offenders involved.
Considering these numbers, about 27 percent of all
violence was determined to be family related (FBI
1999, p. 280). More recent analyses of NIBRS data
reported even larger percentages, with 43 percent of
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incidents of violence having occurred among family
members (FBI 2004, p. 342).

Studies of this nature may provide better insights
as to the structure of domestic violence and assist in
the formulation of policies and practices associated
with combating these situations. For example, ana-
lyses of the time, location, and day of domestic
violence incidents as well as the nature and scope
of behaviors that are common to these incidents
may assist social service agencies, community pre-
vention efforts, and law enforcement to coordinate
more effective response plans to calls of domestic
conflicts.

Limitations of the National Incident-Based
Reporting System

While the promise of NIBRS is considerable com-
pared with previous efforts to examine crime and
specifically domestic violence, it is important to
note that NIBRS is not a panacea to the informa-
tion and reporting needs associated with the many
challenges of domestic violence. As of 2005, there
was no direct mechanism in NIBRS for identifying
repeated incidents of domestic violence that com-
monly occur in abusive intimate partner relation-
ships. Moreover, as noted earlier, the codes used in
NIBRS, like those used in other reporting systems,
have limitations such as designations for workplace
victimizations, location codes lacking specificity,
and injury classifications that are somewhat restric-
tive. As such, analyses of certain types of domestic
violence may be obscured.

Lastly, as with other official record systems, the
lack of reporting of incidents to law enforcement
results in a proportion of these criminal events
remaining unaccounted for. This is likely the expla-
nation for much of the differences among police
data, health statistics, and ad hoc surveys. Compli-
cating this situation, NIBRS remains to be fully
implemented across the country, with these data
as of 2004 reflecting reports from twenty-five states
covering 20 percent of the U.S. population (FBI
2004). In fact, much of the data reported are from
small to medium-sized rural jurisdictions. There-
fore, the patterns revealed to this point in the
data are more likely reflections of these types of
jurisdictions rather than of urban jurisdictions that
are not as of this point reporting in NIBRS.

Tempering this limitation are the increases in
NIBRS participation by law enforcement agencies
nationwide and the increased emphasis on enhance-
ment of crime reporting content and frequency
in support of initiatives to combat terrorism.
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NIBRS reporting may well benefit from these
efforts. As such, information systems pertaining
to the dynamics of domestic violence as well
as other domestic crime problems may similarly
advance.

These developments may provide for more anal-
ysis and better opportunities to formulate effective
strategies for confronting not only domestic vio-
lence but also a number of other crime problems.
The difficulties of obtaining uniform data on the
incidence of domestic violence are not limited to
the issues noted above either. In fact, it is unrealis-
tic to expect that a single large-scale national
reporting system would be able to provide all the
information that authorities, citizens, advocates,
and others would desire and make such informa-
tion available on a regular basis. This said, the
NIBRS perhaps shows the most promise for
moving toward a more comprehensive and detailed
source for data pertaining to domestic violence and
also a large number of criminal behaviors that may
be precursors to later violence, theft, and destruc-
tion of property.

JoHN P. Jarvis and JANICE E. CLIFFORD

See also Conflict Tactics Scales; Measuring Domes-
tic Violence
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ANIMAL ABUSE: THE LINK TO
FAMILY VIOLENCE

Animal abuse or animal cruelty is a complex, mul-
tidimensional phenomenon, which only recently
has come to the attention of researchers and the
general public. Popular television shows such as
Animal Cops and Animal Precinct have brought
the problem of animal mistreatment to the general
public. These shows document the work of animal
welfare professionals and bring to life the horrific
treatment some animals endure at the hands of
their owners. Animals are victimized in many
ways, sometimes by deliberate acts of violence
and other times by more passive neglect. Regard-
less, animals suffer real physical and emotional
pain and sometimes die as a result of abuse.

Animal mistreatment is an important issue for a
number of reasons. Ironically, a society that
embraces socially accepted practices such as hunt-
ing and fishing also reveres its animals. Marked by
the large number of homes and farms that have at
least one pet, animals are an integral part of Amer-
ican life. There is no universal agreement as to
whether or not animals should be used for experi-
mental purposes, or as an indispensable part of
the human diet, or for sport or entertainment, etc.
However, many would agree that animals, especially
those deemed as pets, are deserving of our re-
spect and worthy of proper treatment. Animals
are capable of feeling both physical and emotional
pain and are victimized, much like humans are, by
mistreatment, sometimes with tragic consequences.
Therefore, protecting animals from mistreatment
has desirable social value.

Second, research has found consistent evidence
that animal abuse, in its various forms, is linked to
interpersonal violence. In particular, there appears
to be a clear link between animal mistreatment,
child abuse and neglect, and intimate partner vio-
lence. Promoting a better understanding of animal
abuse will only shed greater light on the critical
factors associated with violence among humans,
and in particular, violence within families. There-
fore, animal welfare officials, veterinarians, mental
health practitioners, law enforcement personnel,
and criminologists have much to gain by working

22

together to protect both animals and people. A
social commitment to protecting animals is also a
commitment to protecting people.

Historically, public policy addressing the plight
of animals has evolved from an initial focus on
animals as property with economic value to a
more humane approach concerned with the overall
physical and emotional welfare of animals. The
first statute to address the actual welfare of animals
was passed in New York State in 1866 as a result of
the advocacy efforts of Henry Bergh, a wealthy
New York City philanthropist. Although animal
cruelty laws had existed prior to this time, statutes
tended to reflect concern over only those animals
that had established financial worth, and ““cruelty”
applied only when someone other than the owner
mistreated the animal. The purpose of such laws
was to assist property owners in protecting their
property. Henry Bergh, appalled by the cruelty he
observed toward some animals in New York City,
organized the American Society for the Prevention
of Cruelty to Animals (ASPCA) and was ultimately
successful in spearheading policy change across the
nation. In fact, the assistance of the ASPCA was
sought in the landmark case of Mary Ellen Wilson
in 1874. Mary Ellen was a 9-year-old child who was
abused by her legal custodians. Since no laws
existed to protect Mary Ellen from her abusers,
the ASPCA intervened, arguing that Mary Ellen
was part of the animal kingdom and therefore was
deserving of protection like other animals. Later
that year, the New York Society for the Prevention
of Cruelty to Children (SPCC), one of the nation’s
first child welfare organizations, was founded.

Although great strides have been made over time
to protect animals from abuse and neglect, much
work is left to be done. Animal welfare laws vary
widely from state to state. Definitions of abuse
vary; diverse social standards exist regarding what
is considered appropriate minimum levels of care,
proper shelter, humane training methods, disciplin-
ary practices, etc. In addition, there are differing
views on how stray, wild, livestock, and compan-
ion animals ought to be treated. Differing views
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regarding animal treatment are embedded in both
cultural and religious traditions; therefore, there is
no clear consensus on what constitutes animal
abuse.

Although animals are still considered property,
both state and federal lawmakers have recognized
the need to protect animals from acts of cruelty and
have enacted legislation to address both acts that
cause deliberate harm as well as neglect. Most states
have provisions making animal cruelty a felony;
however, other states consider such acts misdemea-
nors. Many laws exclude accepted practices such as
hunting and trapping of wildlife and animal hus-
bandry. Also, many laws exclude animals used in
legitimate research. As the research on the connec-
tion between animal and human violence continues
to mount, some states have responded with addi-
tional legislation. For example, requiring persons
convicted of animal abuse to undergo psychological
evaluation or counseling, granting veterinarians
who report cases to authorities immunity from
civil or criminal litigation, and promoting cross-
system training and reporting of potential abuses
by caseworkers responsible for the protection of
children and adults.

Enforcement of animal cruelty laws varies across
the states. In some jurisdictions, enforcement is left
to local law enforcement officials. In other jurisdic-
tions, state and local governments grant authority
to animal welfare officials such as humane officers
or animal control officers to enforce abuse laws.
Since there is no uniformity in how animal cruelty
laws are enforced, there is also no uniform meth-
odology for measuring the prevalence of animal
cruelty or neglect. Even though authorities docu-
ment cases that have been reported to them, animal
cruelty is not systematically monitored like other
crime types. Studies have examined animal mis-
treatment among specific populations of people;
however, no national studies have been conducted
which attempt to estimate the prevalence of differ-
ent forms of animal mistreatment in the general
population. Therefore, we are aware only of cases
that have involved the authorities.

Forms of Animal Abuse

The mistreatment of animals takes many different
forms. Like humans, animals can be physically or
sexually abused, neglected, or intentionally tortured
and killed. Emotional or mental abuse or neglect is
also an inherent problem among animal cruelty
cases; however, documenting that an animal has
suffered emotionally or mentally is often a difficult

task, especially if no other signs of abuse are present.
Animal abuse also encompasses both acts of com-
mission and acts of omission. Acts of commission
are considered those in which the animal owner or
caretaker does something to cause injury or harm to
the animal, while acts of omission are those in which
the owner or caretaker fails to do something for the
animal, which ultimately results in harm.

There is currently no universal typology to de-
scribe the various ways animals are abused. As
described earlier, this is complicated by the fact
that state laws vary in their definition of what an
animal is and what constitutes cruelty, abuse, and
neglect. For the sake of simplicity, several different
categories of animal abuse are described here, in-
cluding physical abuse, sexual abuse, and neglect.
These categories of animal abuse have the closest
link to interpersonal violence and family violence
in particular. It should be noted, however, that
animal mistreatment can be manifested in a variety
of ways with varied motivations.

Physical Abuse

The physical abuse of animals can involve a wide
range of injurious acts. Physical abuse requires an
active engagement of maltreatment. Animals suffer
from being hit, kicked, burned, poisoned, whipped,
disfigured, dismembered, stabbed, stoned, shot,
trapped, strangled, thrown, etc. Animals may also
be physically abused if their movement is restricted
for long periods of time, have been restrained in an
inhumane manner, or are living in overcrowded
conditions. Also, animals are at risk for injury
when disciplinary practices or training methods in-
volve physical punishment. In some instances, ani-
mals die as a result of such physical abuse. The term
“peticide” refers to situations in which family pets
have been purposefully killed, often as a result of or
in conjunction with other forms of family violence.

A wide range of animals can fall prey to physical
abuse, including wild, stray, and livestock animals
as well as pets such as birds, cats, dogs, fish, turtles,
etc. Animal cruelty statutes generally do not pro-
tect all species of animals, and definitions of what
types of creatures are worthy of protection are
generally defined in statute.

Individual motivations for physically abusing an
animal vary widely. In some cases, incidents of
physical abuse are intentional, overt acts to cause
specific harm to the animal. In these types of cases,
the abuser gains some form of satisfaction from
torturing or teasing the animal. In other cases,
especially those involving other forms of family
violence, deliberate acts of cruelty toward animals
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is intended to instill fear and emotionally harm one
or more family members. Animals are abused as a
tool to threaten and terrorize intimate partners,
children, or siblings. In many cases, the animal
being victimized is a family pet. Most would con-
sider such acts to constitute animal cruelty.

In other cases, animals may be physically abused
as a result of commercial exploitation in which
animals are forced to engage in fighting, breeding,
experimentation, sporting, or excessive labor, etc.
The intention is not to harm the animal specifically
but to use the animal for economic benefit, often
with little regard to the animal’s well-being. In
these cases, animals are physically abused as a
result of some type of commercial enterprise. Ani-
mals are often mistreated in settings such as circus
and other entertainment venues in which animals
are expected to perform, companies that use ani-
mals for the testing of products such as pharma-
ceuticals and cosmetics, dog and horse racing, and
companies that prepare animals for slaughter for
human consumption. Although these types of
activities are socially acceptable, there is concern
that animals are treated in a fair and humane man-
ner, minimizing their pain and suffering. Animal
welfare legislation exists to protect such animals.
Outside of these legal commercial activities, ani-
mals, especially dogs and roosters, endure physical
abuse by being forced into fighting. Animal fight-
ing is an illegal practice and is often specifically
addressed in animal cruelty legislation. However,
the link between commercial exploitation and in-
terpersonal violence has not yet been addressed by
the research literature.

Regardless of motivation, most state statutes
utilize the word “‘cruelty” to describe situations in
which animals are deliberately injured and those
that are harmed from reckless or neglectful behav-
ior. Therefore, the term “animal cruelty” often
refers to a broad range of acts and/or practices
that are deemed cruel and inhumane.

Sexual Abuse

The sexual abuse of animals is a phenomenon
that is not well understood by clinical practitioners
or researchers. Very little is known about the
prevalence of sexual activity between humans and
animals; however, research suggests that the en-
gagement of animals in various levels of sexual
activity may be more common than previously
recognized. In fact, sexual contact between humans
and animals has been documented throughout his-
tory in art and literature. Even the earliest of civi-
lizations have depicted humans and nonhumans
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engaging in sexual activity in cave drawings and
tomb paintings.

Although evidence of sexual contact between
humans and animals has been established in vari-
ous societies and continues into contemporary
times, this form of sexual behavior is still consid-
ered deviant by mainstream society. As a conse-
quence, many states have explicit language
making such contact illegal. Penal codes address
sexual contact with animals under specific laws
making bestiality illegal, under broader animal cru-
elty statutes, or under the more generic category of
sodomy. Although some laws do not specifically
outlaw sexual contact with animals, most laws do
provide avenues for prosecution when it can be
determined that an animal has been physically in-
jured as a result of such sexual activity.

The animals most likely to be used for sexual
gratification by humans include pets such as dogs
and cats, and animals found on farms, such as
horses, goats, sheep, pigs, hens, etc. These animals
are the most accessible, since they are not living in
the wild. In cases of family violence, the animals
most likely to be sexually victimized are those to
which family members have a special attachment.
All kinds of sexual contact are possible, including
use of the animal for human masturbation, mastur-
bation of the animal, oral sex, and intercourse.
Although not all sexual contact involves physical
injury, injuries such as vaginal or rectal tears, dis-
charge or bleeding, and internal trauma are indica-
tive of abuse in animals. These are consistent with
the types of injuries found in human victims of
sexual assault. In addition, changes in an animal’s
behavior and demeanor may suggest sexual abuse.

The use of animals for the sexual pleasure of
humans is a controversial matter. Regardless of
visible injury to animals and the various motiva-
tions individuals may have for engaging animals in
sexual activity, some consider any sexual act with
an animal to be harmful to animals and therefore
an animal welfare concern. Others, such as
researchers and clinicians, are concerned about
bestiality as a companion behavior to other prob-
lematic behaviors in both children and adults.
Since research has found evidence linking sexual
contact with animals as a consistent feature
among other aggressive, violent behaviors toward
humans, its role in interpersonal violence cannot be
underscored. Yet, others argue that bestiality is a
more complex phenomenon and is not necessarily a
direct link to psychological or pathological social
behavior. They argue that not everyone who
engages in sexual activity does so to harm ani-
mals or humans, nor do they necessarily view all
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such acts as harmful to animals. There appears to
be a wide range of reasons and motivations for
engaging in various forms of sexual fantasy or
sexual behavior with animals. Further research is
warranted.

As a controversial matter, the terms “bestiality”
and “zoophilia” are often used interchangeably to
describe the engagement in sexual activity with ani-
mals by humans. However, some argue that the
terms really refer to different levels of attachment
to animals. “Bestiality” refers specifically to sexual
acts with animals, while “zoophilia” or “zoosexual”
refers to a broader interest or attachment to animals.
Those who are actively involved in relationships
with animals, including sexual contact, refer to
themselves as zoophiles. Many zoophiles see their
involvement with animals as a lifestyle or orienta-
tion. The term ‘““zoophilia” is considered one of
many paraphilias noted by mental health profes-
sionals. The term ‘“‘paraphilia” is assigned to signify
individuals who have atypical sexual interests and
are sexually aroused by nontraditional objects or
situations. These sexual interests are generally con-
sidered taboo by society at large. Although some
paraphilias, especially those involving a lack of con-
sent or those considered criminal, are considered
potentially dangerous, many paraphilias are not
inherently dangerous or necessarily harmful. The
American Psychiatric Association (1994) in its Diag-
nostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders,
fourth edition (DSM-IV), considers paraphilias
problematic when the sexual behavior causes signifi-
cant distress or impairment in social, occupational,
or other areas of functioning. Researchers have fur-
ther defined sexual desires and practices into more
distinct forms of sexual involvement. Examples in-
clude: formicophilia (sexual activity involving very
small animals such as ants, insects, frogs, etc.), mixo-
scopic zoophilia (sexual interest in watching animals
copulate), and zoosadism (sexual pleasure derived
from torturing or killing animals or forcing intimate
partners or others to engage in sexual activity with
animals).

Neglect

The vast majority of cases brought to the court
system for animal cruelty involve active neglect.
Animal neglect refers to situations in which ani-
mals have not been provided adequate food, shel-
ter, or medical care. It may also involve the failure
to euthanize an animal when medically necessary.
In cases of neglect, animals endure physical injury
as a result of neglectful or careless behavior on the
part of the animal owner or caretaker.

Animals that are neglected are often in very poor
physical condition and suffer from a variety of ail-
ments. Animals that are not provided with ade-
quate food or water usually have poor body
weight and, in severe cases, look visibly malnour-
ished or starved. Providing proper food for the
species is also important because animals that
have been given improper food can also suffer
from starvation.

Animals whose grooming care is neglected expe-
rience a number of problems, including the matting
of hair coat, loss of hair or feathers, long nails or
hooves, and decaying teeth and other dental pro-
blems. Open flesh wounds are common when ani-
mals are subjected to collars, chains, or harnesses
that are not fitted properly or left on continuously.
In some cases, the collar actually becomes embedded
in the skin of the animal, causing the animal great
pain. Animals may also be infested with parasites,
which are organisms that live off the animal as a
host. Animals may be exposed to external parasites
due to poor living conditions, or internal parasites,
which are transmitted through excrement or food.
Animals may suffer from severe skin irritation exhib-
ited in itching or sores, referred to as mange. Mange
is a general term used to describe a variety of skin
conditions caused by the infestation of different
kinds of mites.

Animals also suffer when their medical care is
neglected. Untreated injuries, illnesses, or diseases
can have disastrous consequences for animals,
leading to problems such as blindness, loss of
limbs, or death. Overall poor living conditions,
evidenced by inadequate space, light, and ventila-
tion, poor sanitation, or excessive numbers of ani-
mals in confined spaces can complicate the
consequences of such neglect.

Of particular concern are individuals who accu-
mulate large numbers of animals, often referred to
as animal collectors or animal hoarders. Animals
living in these conditions are at great risk of ne-
glectful care and often pose a public health prob-
lem for all those living on the property or perhaps
even the surrounding community. Animal owners
who fail to provide the minimum standards of care,
fail to act on the deteriorating conditions as the
animal population grows, and are unable to cope
with the negative consequences such an environment
would have on humans living with the animals are
considered animal hoarders. In many cases, animal
hoarders are not only not able to care for the ani-
mals, but are not able to care for themselves or
others as well. Children, the elderly, and the disabled
are more likely at risk for being neglected in these
circumstances. Self-neglect, especially among the
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elderly, is also a common feature of hoarding. Ani-
mal hoarders tend to be older, female, and socially
isolated.

The public health concern regarding animal
hoarding cannot be underestimated. Animal hoar-
ders often have dozens to hundreds of animals
living with them in single family homes, apart-
ments, or trailers. Commonly, cats, dogs, birds,
and farm animals are involved. Often dead animals
have not been properly disposed of and may be
found dispersed around the home, or found in free-
zers, sheds, or garages. Homes are usually found in
complete disarray and disorganization, with exces-
sive clutter, failed utilities, lack of running water,
piles of garbage strewn about, and human and
animal urine and feces covering the surfaces of
the living space. As a result, homes might also be
infested with insects and rodents.

It is difficult to comprehend the extreme level of
squalor some hoarders and their families live in. In
most cases, the health and safety of both humans
and animals is in jeopardy. Humans exposed to
such conditions are at great risk of developing
multiple health conditions, compounded by the
inability to maintain proper nutrition or personal
hygiene in such unsanitary environments. Of par-
ticular concern is the risk of contracting zoonotic
diseases. Zoonotic diseases are those caused by
infectious agents that are transmitted between ani-
mals and humans, generally through urine, feces,
blood, milk, or saliva. Individuals who have pre-
existing health problems associated with their im-
mune systems are at greatest risk of contracting
additional illnesses as a result of the unsanitary
conditions. An additional danger consists of high
levels of ammonia exposure for those living in
the home. In severe cases, the air quality is so
toxic that animal welfare officials must wear pro-
tective gear and use special breathing equipment to
be able to safely enter the homes. Municipalities
may have to condemn the home, and in some cases
destroy the building. Also, neighboring homes,
businesses, schools, etc., may experience health
risks associated with animal hoarding.

Animal hoarding is not well understood by the
psychiatric community. It is believed that animal
hoarding is associated with mental illness; however,
no specific diagnosis exists in the literature to date.
Hoarding behavior in general is symptomatic of
obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD) and obses-
sive-compulsive personality disorder (OCPD).
Animal hoarding is also manifested in a variety
of psychiatric conditions. Described as a multiface-
ted mental health problem, it may be linked to
limitations in information processing, decision
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making, and distorted thinking regarding posses-
sions and hoarders’ ability to properly care for
their animals. It is associated with dementia, de-
lusional disorders, impulse control disorders, and
attachment disorders. There is some evidence that
histories of child abuse, neglect, or dysfunction
within the family is associated with animal hoard-
ing later in life. This link should be researched
more fully.

Animal Abuse: The Link to Family Violence

The past several decades have been marked by
increased interest in the link between animal mis-
treatment and interpersonal violence. Reasons be-
hind animal mistreatment and violence against
humans are complex and varied; therefore, it is
difficult to determine the exact pathways of how
these two social problems are related. The research
evidence does not confirm a causal relationship,
nor can it confirm that one form of violence is
always a precursor to another. For example, not
all children who exhibit cruel acts toward animals
grow up to be violent offenders; however, many
serial killers and other violent offenders acknowl-
edge having committed such acts as children.

However, the evidence is clear that there is a
strong connection that should not be minimized.
When humans are vulnerable to abuse and neglect,
animals are likely to be as well. When animals are
identified as being abused or neglected, it is feasible
that humans may also be at risk of victimization.
The risk within abusive families appears to be of
greatest concern. Yet, little has been done to docu-
ment the extent, on a large-scale basis, of the con-
ditions in which animal mistreatment exists within
abusive family environments. Animal welfare offi-
cials have long known that many victimized ani-
mals live with problematic families. At the same
time, child and adult protective caseworkers and
domestic violence advocates have observed or
heard reports from their clients that animals have
been mistreated. Most states have no protocols or
formal policy to address the cross-system issues
inherent when both animals and humans are at
risk of abuse.

Yet, the evidence is mounting that reforms are
warranted. Policy and programmatic approaches
to intervention in animal abuse and family violence
require collaboration and integration across sys-
tems. A commitment to continued research is nec-
essary and likely to increase our understanding of
what factors influence violent behavior and pro-
vide guidance on how best to protect both people
and animals from abuse and neglect.
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Though research on the connection between ani-
mal abuse and family violence is still evolving,
several themes have surfaced.

First, animal abuse appears to be a consistent
feature among violent families, particularly those
families in which children and intimate partners are
also abused. Animals become additional victims
within the household. Studies have attempted to
measure the frequency with which the coexisting
problems of family violence and animal abuse
occur. Studies have found that in families that have
exhibited child maltreatment or intimate partner
violence, a majority had also exhibited cruel acts
toward animals (Ascione 1998; DeViney, Dickert,
and Lockwood 1983). In a study of same-sex part-
ners, Renzetti (1992) found that 38 percent of the
women with pets reported maltreatment of a pet by
their abusive partner. In the case of sibling abuse, the
torturing or killing of a pet was considered a form of
emotional abuse targeted toward a sibling (Wiche
1997). In the case of elder abuse, little is known
about the prevalence of animal maltreatment, with
the exception of the self-neglect that is consistently
found with animal hoarding

It is theorized that abusers use violence against
animals as a tool to control, threaten, taunt, or
coerce family members. Victims have reported
that abusers, in particular partners or fathers, had
threatened, hurt, or killed one or more of their pets.
Animals become vulnerable targets for a number of
reasons. It is not uncommon for survivors of family
violence to find their belongings, e.g., toys, cloth-
ing, games, music, destroyed by a family member,
and in that sense, animals are victimized because
they are a prized possession. It is a way that abu-
sers can further emotionally harm victims. Threats
or actual acts of abuse may be enacted to terrorize
or frighten the victim, or to coerce the victim into
doing something, such as staying in the relation-
ship, etc. Animals can easily be victimized, because
they generally cannot fight back, nor can they re-
port such actions to the authorities. For human
survivors of abuse, witnessing the abuse of one’s
own pet compounds the trauma of living in a vio-
lent home. Signs of pet abuse or peticide may also
serve as a marker for lethality in abusive relation-
ships and should, therefore, be taken very seriously
by authorities.

Second, juvenile offenders, particularly those dis-
playing violent behaviors, often have exhibited cru-
elty toward animals throughout childhood. Many
young offenders are diagnosed with conduct disorder,
which is defined by the DSM-IV as “‘a repetitive and
persistent pattern of behavior in which the basic

rights of others or major age-appropriate societal
norms or rules are violated”” (American Psychiatric
Association 1994: 90). As a common symptom
of conduct disorder, research suggests that abuse
of animals may occur early in childhood, before
other symptoms of conduct disorder emerge.
Therefore, when young children exhibit cruel be-
havior toward animals, it should not be ignored,
for it may serve as a marker for more destructive
behavior to come in the future (Ascione 2001).
Other common symptoms exhibited by young peo-
ple with conduct disorder include fire setting, de-
struction of property, bullying, and cruel acts
toward people.

Studies reveal that the motivations for youth
engaging in cruel behavior toward animals are
varied (Ascione, Thompson, and Black 1997). In
some cases, youth participate in cruelty as a result
of peer pressure, to lessen boredom or depression,
to escape an animal phobia, or to incite an animal
to self-injury. In other cases, youth engage in ani-
mal abuse as a more direct result of being exposed
to interpersonal violence. Children may kill an ani-
mal to protect it from being tortured by someone
else or may do so as a result of modeling the
behavior of others. Animals may also be harmed
during play, as the child reenacts violence he or she
has previously observed. Some children are forced
into hurting an animal by another person or may
abuse or threaten to abuse an animal to terrorize a
sibling, etc. Children who abuse animals are often
abused and neglected themselves. Such children are
exposed to corporal punishment and physical and
sexual abuse and have witnessed domestic violence.
The cycle of violence is then displaced onto helpless
animals.

In addition to being an indicator of child mal-
treatment, cruelty toward animals by children may
serve as a rehearsal for violence against humans
later in life and should not be minimized. Psycho-
logical evaluations of children should consistently
include an assessment of propensity toward animal
abuse, thereby providing the best opportunity for
early intervention and delinquency prevention.

Third, concern over animals may prevent some
family members from seeking help or leaving an
abusive relationship. In a study of women residing
at a domestic violence shelter in Utah, Ascione
(1998) found that 18 percent of the women with
pets had reported that concern over the welfare of
their animals had prevented them from seeking
shelter sooner. Women were concerned about the
safety of the animals and having to find another
home for their pets in order to find safe, suitable
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housing for themselves. In addition, some women
were concerned about having to place a pet with a
neighbor or having to abandon a pet to keep it
secure from the abusive partner. Since most do-
mestic violence shelters do not have provisions
for animals or collaborative arrangements with
animal welfare organizations, these findings sug-
gest the critical need for the development of such
partnerships.

Fourth, animals may be helpful in the therapeu-
tic process to help heal the trauma of family vio-
lence. Animal-assisted therapy is used successfully
with both children and adults in a variety of set-
tings. Also referred to as “pet therapy,” animal-
assisted therapy has been helpful to patients
suffering from terminal illnesses, disabilities, de-
pression, and other mental illnesses and/or behav-
ior problems. Animals have also been utilized in a
variety of ways to help the elderly. Pet therapy has
many therapeutic benefits. It can help child and
adult offenders rebuild empathy and compassion.
It can help reduce the effects of social isolation. For
young children who have been abused and
neglected or have witnessed repetitive acts of vio-
lence, pet therapy can offer an opportunity to re-
establish trust and help victims identify and
disclose their feelings.

In summary, animal mistreatment is a significant
social problem that needs to be addressed with as
much fervor as other criminal justice concerns.
Like family members, animals are physically
assaulted, sexually abused, and neglected. Some
are tortured and killed. Understanding that animal
abuse may serve as a marker for other forms of
family violence should elevate the level of concern.
Until recently, these two issues have been dealt
with as discrete problems by law enforcement,
mental health professionals, animal welfare offi-
cials, veterinarians, and others concerned.
Researchers call for more formal collaboration be-
tween animal welfare professionals, law enforce-
ment, and protective agencies, as well as cross-
training about the co-occurring problems. Few
family violence programs address the issue of ani-
mal mistreatment concurrently with the problems
associated with family violence. Few animal wel-
fare programs engage protective agencies or family
violence specialists in their response to investigate
abuse and neglect or to rescue animals. It is imper-
ative that a continued investment be made to ex-
plore the connection in greater depth.

KAREL KURST-SWANGER

See also Ritual Abuse-Torture in Families; Sub-
stance Use/Abuse and Intimate Partner Violence
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ASTAN AMERICANS AND DOMESTIC
VIOLENCE: CULTURAL DIMENSIONS

Who Are Asian Americans?

The term ““Asian” is widely used for those indivi-
duals who have ethnic ties to Asia, which includes
the Far East, Southeast Asia, and the Indian sub-
continent. This would consist of countries such as
China, Japan, Korea, Vietnam, Cambodia, Thai-
land, India, Pakistan, and the Philippines. ““‘Pacific
Islands” refers to Hawaii, Guam, and Samoa, and
other islands in the region. The concept of “Asian
American” (and sometimes ““Asian/Pacific Islander
American”) has been employed for statistical pur-
poses, and although Asian Americans share some
physical and cultural similarities, in no way does
this term capture the tremendous diversity within
this group. There are over twenty-five Asian/Pacific
Islander groups; each group has a different migra-
tion history to the United States, and the socio-
political contexts of their respective homelands
vary widely from each other. Asian Americans
are also different in terms of their acculturation
levels, length of residency in the United States,
their languages, their English-speaking proficiency,
education attainment, socioeconomic status, and
religion. There are approximately thirty-two differ-
ent languages that exist within the Asian American
category group; and sometimes within a single Asian
subgroup (i.e., Chinese), multiple dialects exist.
According to the U.S. Census (2004), there are
11.9 million Asian and Pacific Islanders living in
the United States. This constitutes 4.2 percent of
the U.S. population. It is estimated that by the year
2020, there will be a 145 percent to 177 percent
increase from 1990. The Chinese are the largest

Asian American group, comprising 24 percent of
the U.S. Asian population, followed by Filipinos
(representing 18 percent) and Asian Indians (repre-
senting 16 percent). A third of Asian Americans
were born in the United States, and similar propor-
tions are foreign born but U.S. citizens and foreign
born but not U.S. citizens.

Invisibility of Domestic Violence in Asian
American Communities

¢

“Intimate violence,” ‘“domestic violence,” “wife
beating,” “‘partner abuse,” and “‘spousal abuse”
are terms that are used interchangeably, but they
do have different political connotations. These
terms are used within the context of women’s
issues, which were brought to the public’s attention
by the feminist movement of the 1960s in the
United States. The term “domestic violence” will
be used in this entry and will refer primarily to
female victims of male perpetrators. While it is
also recognized that abuse can occur in both het-
erosexual and homosexual relationships, the em-
phasis here will be on heterosexual relationships.
In the 1970s, crisis hotlines for rape and sexual
assault victims as well as the first battered women’s
shelter were established. Although domestic vio-
lence was clearly portrayed as a women’s issue,
this early domestic violence movement was criti-
cized for not capturing the voices and needs of
ethnic minority women. In part, this was because
the women’s movement consisted primarily of
white women. They argued that gender inequities
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and power imbalances were the main causes of
domestic violence for a// women, regardless of
color. Other structural and cultural factors such
as racism, ethnocentrism, class, and poverty were
not taken into account in how they worked along-
side gender in influencing domestic violence. Eth-
nic minority women, including Asian American
women, remained invisible, and scholars, research-
ers, and practitioners often concluded that domes-
tic violence did not affect Asian American and
immigrant communities.

Several factors have contributed and continue to
contribute to the invisibility of domestic violence in
Asian American communities. First, Asian Amer-
icans and immigrants generally underutilize West-
ern social and mental health services or tend not to
use them at all. Furthermore, there are few organi-
zations that provide culturally appropriate and sen-
sitive services staffed with professionals who are
linguistically competent, especially when it comes
to communicating in a wide range of dialects, to
service this population. Therefore, cases of domes-
tic violence may not necessarily come to the atten-
tion of mainstream service providers and
authorities. Second, the “model minority myth”
has been applied to Asian Americans, which has
distorted the public’s perceptions of them. The
“model minority myth” disseminates the view that
Asian Americans have “made it”” and have become
successful, particularly in the areas of educational
and occupational achievements. This myth clouds
the fact that there are many social problems in
Asian American communities, and as a result,
such problems tend to be ignored. Third, racism,
prejudice, and discrimination have also contributed
to the invisibility of domestic violence among Asian
Americans. Many Asian Americans opt to keep
silent about incidences of domestic violence because
they fear further racial attacks and discrimination.
Abused Asian women who seek help often end up
feeling discriminated against and marginalized in
settings that are not sensitive to their culture and
ethnicity. In addition, they also realize that their
batterers are more likely to be unjustly treated by
the police and judicial systems. Finally, cultural
factors also play a role in impeding Asian American
women from disclosing experiences with domestic
violence. This will be discussed later in this article.

Taking Culture into Account When Examining
Domestic Violence

Demographic shifts in the United States highlight the
need to take culture into account when investigating
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social problems. Culture, race, and ethnicity have
become forefront issues in America. It has been esti-
mated that by 2050, ethnic minority groups will com-
prise almost half (47.5 percent) of the total U.S.
population. Whites will most likely be a minority
group by the year 2056. This multicultural shift
calls for policymakers and service providers to ade-
quately meet the needs of ethnic minorities.

The life experiences and social realities of Asian
American and immigrant women are very different
from those of white women. Some have argued that
gender brings women of all colors together, and to
some extent that may be true; however, it cannot be
denied that other factors, such as racism, prejudice,
discrimination, oppression, language barriers, and
different cultural values and belief systems, will
influence how victimization is experienced. Some
Asian American or immigrant women may face
unique obstacles, which are not necessarily part of
the social realities of white domestic violence vic-
tims. For example, language barriers or lack of
English language proficiency can exacerbate the
difficulties Asian American or immigrant women
experience in navigating the U.S. legal system and
accessing services. In other cases, the legal status of
Asian immigrant women can complicate the al-
ready complex dynamics of domestic violence. In
some domestic violence cases, husbands who are
U.S. citizens who sponsor their Asian non-U.S.
resident wife may threaten to withdraw their spon-
sorship. The victim is then reluctant to report the
abuse for fear she will be deported back to her
homeland and lose custody of her children.

Culture and ethnicity are important social cate-
gories that impact attitudes toward domestic vio-
lence. For example, to what extent do individuals
approve the use of violence against women? Are
there certain situations in which individuals are
more likely to approve the use of domestic vio-
lence? How is domestic violence defined? Attitudes,
definitions, and beliefs justifying violence are often
examined because they are considered to be risk
factors to violence and can guide prevention
efforts. Gender role beliefs (views about women’s
and men’s roles) are intertwined with cultural belief
systems, and it has been documented that patriar-
chy and male privilege are linked to violence
against women.

Focus groups were conducted with Laotian,
Khmer, Vietnamese, and Southeast Asian Chinese
men and women to explore their perceptions of
physical violence toward spouses. Attitudes varied
somewhat among the four ethnic groups. Physical
violence against wives was deemed unacceptable in
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the Chinese group, but the Chinese men reported
using indirect and nonviolent means to control
their wives. On the other hand, the Vietnamese
appeared more tolerant of physical violence—the
women believed it was to be tolerated periodically,
and the men admitted to hitting their wives when
they were angry. Both the Khmer and Laotian
participants stated that physical violence in mar-
riages was common and tolerated.

In a large study of 507 Chinese, Korean, Viet-
namese, and Cambodian adults in the northeastern
region of the United States, differences in attitudes
toward domestic violence among these four Asian
subgroups were examined. Among all four groups,
in general, wife abuse was not sanctioned; however,
the use of violence was justified in certain situa-
tions, such as a wife’s unfaithfulness, her nagging,
her refusal to cook or keep the house clean, or her
making fun of her partner. The Vietnamese and
Cambodians were more likely to endorse male priv-
ilege and also more likely to justify the use of wife
abuse. Interestingly, among Koreans, age of immi-
gration was related with endorsing the use of mari-
tal violence. This study showed that cultural beliefs
about women’s roles and male privilege influence
attitudes toward wife abuse; however, there were
variances in attitudes among Asians, which are
influenced by an array of contextual factors such
as immigration, sociopolitical conditions of their
homelands, and level of education.

Feminist theory has argued that patriarchal
ideologies influence violence against women. In
a telephone survey of forty-seven South Asian
women, the researchers were interested in whether
patriarchal beliefs predicted perceptions of abuse.
A vignette was read to participants describing a
wife (from India) making dinner for her husband.
They got into an argument whereby he accused her
of making too many long-distance telephone calls.
She denied it, stating that it was he who was
making the calls. The husband lost his temper,
pushed her, and slapped her on the face. She was
holding a bowl with hot curry, which spilled and
burned her foot. Is this scenario perceived as
abuse? More than half of the women in this study
stated that this Indian woman was a domestic vio-
lence victim, though those who endorsed patriar-
chal beliefs were less likely to state that the woman
in the vignette was a domestic violence victim.

In another study, 289 Chinese American and 138
white undergraduate college students were surveyed
to examine how students defined various acts of
aggression and the extent to which they agreed
that certain situations justified dating violence. The

findings showed that Chinese American students
were less likely to define dating violence in terms
of psychological aggression compared with their
white counterparts. Second, Chinese American stu-
dents were more likely than the white students to
agree that dating violence was justified in cases
where the woman was caught having an affair, was
drunk, screaming hysterically, unwilling to have sex,
nagging, or flirting with someone else, and if the
man was in a bad mood.

These findings were similar to results from an-
other study that looked at gender differences in
attitudes toward dating violence among 171 Filip-
ino college students on a university campus. Al-
though in general both Filipino males and females
agreed that psychological aggression constituted
dating violence, males did so to a significantly lesser
degree. Again, while overall, Filipino students did
not believe that dating violence was warranted under
various circumstances, Filipino male students were
more likely to justify violence if the female inti-
mate partner/date was found flirting with another
guy or having an affair. In both studies involving
Chinese and Filipino college students cited here, it
was speculated that in general, we live in a culture
that sanctions retributive justice. Furthermore, cul-
ture affects how the world is interpreted. In certain
Asian cultures, like the Chinese culture, aggression
is condemned and looked down upon because of
Chinese cultural norms that promote harmony and
self-restraint in social relationships. Paradoxically,
violence against women is condoned because of
traditional views that place Asian women in subser-
vient positions in the family and in society.

Finally, it is also crucial to examine culture in
domestic violence because culture and ethnicity can
influence help-seeking behaviors. In general, ethnic
minorities are more reluctant to seek outside pro-
fessional help, which may be attributed to their
suspiciousness toward mental health and social
services that are based on Western theoretical para-
digms. Logistical factors such as financial limita-
tions and inconvenient operational hours of many
mental health and social service organizations
also play a role affecting help-seeking behaviors.
Finally, help-seeking behavior is in part influenced
by the individual’s definition and understanding
of the phenomenon, which is ultimately influenced
by culture. If, according to the study described
above, Chinese American college students are less
likely than their white counterparts to define psy-
chological abuse as dating violence, they may also
be less likely to label the phenomenon as a problem
and ultimately less likely to seek help. Ultimately,
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race, culture, and ethnicity influence how one per-
ceives the world.

Prevalence of Domestic Violence in Asian
American Communities

Since the 1990s, more empirical research has been
done in the area of domestic violence and Asian
American and immigrant women. The majority of
these research studies have relied on using non-
probability sampling designs, which means it is
not possible to get true prevalence rates. However,
these studies offer us a glimpse of the scope of
domestic violence in Asian American communities.
Table 1 provides a summary of some of the studies
that have been done looking at different Asian
American subgroups and the scope of different
components of domestic violence. These studies
indicate that domestic violence does exist in Asian
American communities.

Domestic Violence in an Asian Cultural Context

Culture plays a role in influencing attitudes sanc-
tioning, minimizing, or masking domestic violence.
Culture can be defined as patterns of behaviors and
customs such as food, dress, music, and the arts—
the observable components of culture. They are
passed down from generation to generation
through verbal communication, instruction, and
general observation. Yet, culture does not consist
merely of practices or rituals, but it also exists in
intangible forms such as language; artistic expres-
sion; religion; political, economic, and social struc-
tures; norms of behavior; and values. Culture also
encompasses a worldview, which in turn encom-
passes assumptions and perceptions about the
world and how it guides individuals’ behaviors
and responses to their environment. It is not clear
to what extent traditional Asian cultural values
infuse the behaviors of Asian Americans living in
the United States or how long it takes for Asian
immigrants to begin adopting Western values, but
it is known that acculturation is not a linear process
whereby immigrant ethnic minorities move in
stages in adopting the behaviors of their new envi-
ronment. Culture is enduring, and cultural adapta-
tion is not merely a process in which one selectively
chooses to maintain and adhere to certain values
and to discard others. Therefore, it is important to
keep in mind that Asian American and immigrant
women may adhere to more Eastern values and
belief systems, while others are more acculturated
and may endorse more Western values.
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Women’s Status and Roles

In Asia, patriarchal norms influence much of
the social order and structure. Patriarchy involves
the transmission of power and authority from fa-
ther to eldest son, with key decision making and
authority revolving around the male members.
Consequently, relationships are based on a hierar-
chy involving traditional gender roles. The hus-
band is the head of the household, the primary
breadwinner, and the decision maker. The wife is
the caretaker of the husband, his family, and the
children. Girls are socialized to be dutiful, virtuous,
and submissive wives who ultimately become
mothers in order to bear sons so that the family
name can be perpetuated. These views about
women and their roles are also influenced by Con-
fucian principles. For example, one major Confu-
cian tenet, ‘“Three Submissions,” asserts that
females are first to be subservient to their fathers
before they are married, then to their husbands,
and finally to their eldest son when widowed.
Socialized early on with the notion that Asian
women have no other options but to be wives and
mothers, many battered Asian women find it diffi-
cult to terminate abusive relationships. These rigid
gender role expectations are colored with moral
nuances (i.e., being a good mother), and it leaves
women bearing all the responsibility. Terminating
the marriage may mean leaving the children be-
hind, and if women opt for this route, they might
subject themselves to criticisms of being a “bad
mother.” An Asian domestic violence victim
not only bears the pressure of having to live up to
the ideal image of a woman and fulfilling her duties
but is also pressured to maintain the family. Ostra-
cism and criticism can ensue if she does not fulfill
her responsibilities.

In many Asian countries, there is a preference for
having sons so that the family lineage is preserved,
which can be done only by having a son perform
the ancestral worship rituals. Sons also serve as a
social security system for elderly parents, since
daughters are married off and reside with their
husbands’ families. Therefore, wives experience
great pressure to have sons, and those who cannot
produce sons are humiliated, publicly shamed, and
sometimes beaten. The devalued status of women
in Asia still exists, as demonstrated by China’s one
child policy, which was designed to curb the in-
creasing population growth. Because of Chinese
families’ desire to have sons, demographers are
discovering that many baby girls are unaccounted
for. Couples who give birth to baby girls often
abandon or kill them so that they can adhere to
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the one child policy and still have a son. Such a
climate fosters and condones violence against
women.

Hierarchical Relationship Patterns

In Asian cultures, patterns of relationships are
characterized by hierarchy. In Western societies,
however, relationships are more likely to be egali-
tarian. In other words, the structure of Asian so-
ciety is vertical, reflecting the influence of
Confucianism. Confucianism has been described
as a philosophy that emphasized peace, hierarchy,
and order. Confucius arrived in China during a
period of economic, political, and moral confusion,
and he advocated a highly structured and hierarchi-
cal society, where everyone was ascribed specific
roles. Proper conduct would naturally flow from
this structure. His most well known philosophy
describes five basic social relationships between
(1) sovereign and subject, (2) father and son,
(3) elder and younger brother, (4) husband and
wife, and (5) friend and friend. A husband, for
example, is deemed the authority figure. His primary
responsibility is to provide for and protect the fam-
ily. In turn, the wife must submit, be loyal, and
fulfill her obligations to her husband. A focus
group with Asian women and men found that
these values may influence attitudes toward vio-
lence. Some Asian men, for example, believe that
they have the responsibility of disciplining their
wives, with physical violence being one mechanism
of discipline.

Collectivistic Orientation and Loss of Face

In the United States and many Western societies,
autonomy and individualism are the guiding philo-
sophies. Individuals are socialized and reinforced
to be self-sufficient and independent, and personal
success and achievement are highly valued. Con-
versely, Asian cultures are characterized as collec-
tivistic. In other words, one’s identity, behaviors,
and successes are rooted in collective units such as
the family and community. Roles are interdepen-
dent and inextricably woven into social structures.
Therefore, a decision made by an individual must
take into account the whole (i.e., family) rather
than merely the individual’s needs. Shameful beha-
viors do not merely reflect on the individual but
ultimately on his/her entire family, lineage, and
even community. One of the major barriers con-
fronted by Asian domestic violence victims in seek-
ing assistance is that they are ashamed about
the abuse. In part, this stems from societal myths
that disseminate the misconception that domestic

violence victims must have in some way provoked
the violence, and consequently, victims deserve the
abuse.

However, the concept of guilt and shame can take
on different connotations in different cultures. In
Western culture, the guilt rests on the individual,
and the individual bears the ramifications. However,
in traditional Asian cultures, such as those of China,
Japan, and Korea, ““loss of face” means disgrace and
loss of respect not only for the individual but also the
immediate family and the entire ancestral lineage.
Again, this is rooted in the collectivistic orientation
described above. It is believed that the successes and
failures are due to the blessings or anger of their
ancestors, and similarly, positive and negative beha-
viors are believed to impact future generations.
Therefore, Asian domestic violence victims may be
reluctant to disclose the abuse for fear of shaming
their families and communities.

Religious Orientations: Intersection with
Cultural Values

A victim’s religious beliefs may also be a cultural
barrier to seeking assistance in domestic violence
situations. Buddhism, the dominant religion in
many parts of Asia, emphasizes the importance of
perseverance and endurance and that life is a cycle,
with each state linked to another. Its doctrine is
tied to the Four Noble Truths: (1) Life is painful;
(2) Pain originates from desire; (3) For pain to end,
desire must end as well; and (4) The path to the end
of pain is righteous living. The ultimate state is
Nirvana, which is a peaceful state, absent of desire.
There is an emphasis on fatalism; that is, all human
beings must bear whatever trials and challenges
that have been placed in the journey of life. This
is the essence of karma, a Buddhist doctrine which
advocates that all life is subject to suffering. This
fatalistic orientation has colored attitudes toward
help-seeking in domestic violence cases, where
many Asian domestic violence victims remain silent
about the abuse and do not seek help because they
believe that they have to persevere and that vio-
lence is part of their fate.

Taoism is considered both a religion and philos-
ophy. The individual is regarded as an autonomous
being but interconnected with the natural forces of
life. One does not necessarily attempt to alter one’s
environment; rather, the objective is to seek har-
mony with the natural order of things through
rituals. The ultimate goal is to find peace and
union between the individual and the cosmic forces
of nature, aiming for harmony for the good of the
whole. This religious and philosophical orientation
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often results in Asian domestic violence victims
implicitly accepting the abuse, and at times, criti-
cizing and ostracizing those who shake the status
quo. Consequently, Asian American domestic vio-
lence victims may relegate their own needs in order
to preserve harmony, as conflict or confrontations
are culturally (and/or philosophically) dissonant.

Practical Implications for Counselors

With all clients, building rapport or engagement is
an integral part of the clinical process. However,
when working with Asian American and immigrant
domestic violence victims, particularly those who
may be less acculturated, counselors need to con-
vey authority, credibility, and legitimacy. Many
Asian American or immigrant clients come into
counseling believing that the counselor will quickly
identify the problem and provide a solution. When
the counselor does not do so, he or she loses legiti-
macy in the eyes of the client. Therefore, the coun-
selor needs to overtly establish authority.
Employing professional titles, displaying diplomas
and professional licenses are some examples of
overtly establishing legitimacy. Furthermore,
obtaining sufficient information about the client
and family and offering some explanation of the
cause of the client’s problems can facilitate credi-
bility. Consequently, counselors need to be very
knowledgeable about domestic violence (from
both a victim’s and a perpetrator’s perspective)
and have strong links to community resources
such as medical, family, and financial services, so-
cial services, legal assistance, and child care and
immigration aid services. Clients will expect to
take away something concrete (i.e., a solution),
which is reinforced by cultural values of pragma-
tism. On the other hand, if the counselor focuses
too much on facilitating emotional disclosure,
Asian clients are more likely to terminate
counseling prematurely.

When working with Asian American and immi-
grant domestic violence victims, it is also important
to acknowledge their feelings of guilt and shame. The
shame, and in this case, loss of face, stems from two
sources—the emotional turmoil caused by the abuse,
and the fact that the victim has had to seek outside
assistance, particularly for issues considered to be
private, sensitive family matters. Consequently, it is
crucial for counselors to help victims work through
their ambivalence about seeking help as well as their
guilt for feeling that they are at fault for the abuse.

Empowering Asian American and immigrant
domestic violence victims is another component
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of work with this population. However, it is impor-
tant for counselors to keep in mind that the term
“empowerment”’ is a social construction used in the
fields of feminist studies, domestic violence, and
the helping professions. Empowerment is based
on principles of autonomy, individualism, and
self-determination, which are primarily Western
ideologies and are at times dissonant with tradi-
tional Asian values that revolve around collectiv-
ism, such as importance of the family, community,
marriage, and relegating one’s own needs for the
greater good. Therefore, counselors should not im-
mediately coach Asian or Asian American domes-
tic violence victims to leave the marriage, because it
may not be congruent with their value systems. As
with all domestic violence victims, their voices have
been silenced, and it is vital to have their voices
heard and to respect and support their decisions.
Part of this entails educating them about what
abuse entails, the dynamics of abuse, and facilitat-
ing and linking them to both informal and formal
services.

ALICcE G. Yick

See also Cross-Cultural Examination of Domestic
Violence in China and Pakistan; Cross-Cultural Per-
spectives on Domestic Violence; Cross-Cultural Per-
spectives on How to Deal with Batterers; Minorities
and Families in America, Introduction to; Multicul-
tural Programs for Domestic Batterers; Qur’anic
Perspectives on Wife Abuse; Social Learning Theory
and Family Violence
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ASSESSING RISK IN DOMESTIC
VIOLENCE CASES

Victims of domestic violence face different kinds of
risks. Perpetrators are the most obvious source of
risk. Risk assessment procedures seek to identify
the most dangerous perpetrators. However, victims
also face risks associated with the delivery of vari-
ous system services including law enforcement, the
judicial system, emergency medical services, and so
on. For example, a battered woman’s risk of dying
from her injuries may be far greater in a rural
community where emergency services take longer
to arrive. It is also the case that lethal domestic
violence occurs much more frequently in poorer
neighborhoods with fewer resources. Social pro-
blems such as poverty, unemployment, and alcohol
and drug addiction may also be seen as elevating
the risk of dying from domestic violence.

The odds of predicting which victims of domestic
violence will eventually die as a result of their
victimization are rather low. Domestic violence
usually precedes intimate partner homicide. How-
ever, there are over a million domestic violence
assaults reported to police each year, compared
with a thousand to two thousand deaths by domes-
tic homicide. Therefore, identifying cases that will
escalate to the occurrence of the abuse victim’s
death is an inexact science at best. Nevertheless,
risk assessment and management are integral and
important aspects of the delivery of all kinds of
services to victims.

Definitional Issues

In any analysis of risk it is important to ask the
question, “Risk of what?” In other words, are risk
assessors exploring the possibility of death or seri-
ous injury or a felonious assault as opposed to a
misdemeanor assault? It is also important to bear
in mind the duration of risk and how that risk may
change over time. For example, one might talk
about an elevated risk of homicide during a divorce
or the process of physical separation between inti-
mate partners. Alternatively, it is possible the risk
will last until the abusive partner moves out of
town, or it might last for the rest of the victim’s life.
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It is also important to realize that victims of
domestic violence may see great danger in certain
forms of abusive behavior directed at themselves or
others that might not register on risk assessment
instruments, might not qualify as violence under
the criminal code, or might not result in the kinds
of injuries that would warrant a visit to a hospital
emergency room. Put simply, risk assessment must
examine the victims’ own perception of the mean-
ing of abusive behaviors they experience. These
risks may often take discreet, subtle, and highly
idiosyncratic forms. One example here might be
some form of emotional abuse that a victim might
perceive as indicative of potentially homicidal be-
havior, which to the untrained eye may appear
innocuous. These subjective dimensions of risk re-
mind us that it is not just the physical acts of
violence that contribute to one’s appreciation of
potential danger but rather what violence and emo-
tional abuse mean to victims and others and the
context within which these various transgressions
occur.

Most often risk assessments rely upon informa-
tion derived from victim reports. However, given
the complex and multidimensional nature of risk, it
is advisable that risk assessments tap into a wide
variety of informants and sources of information.
For example, comprehensive risk assessments
might involve asking questions of perpetrators,
victims, family members, neighbors, friends, work-
place peers, and various service providers. This is
time-consuming and in practice rarely done.

The risk posed by a particular perpetrator
changes. Some risk assessments attempt to tran-
scend a flat, one-off evaluation of danger by exam-
ining risk on an ongoing basis or at least assessing
it at multiple points in time. The rolling/longitudi-
nal risk assessment and management strategies are
much more difficult to conduct and raise some very
difficult issues. For example, if there are multiple
sources of information on a perpetrator of domes-
tic violence, one might expect the multiple agencies
that contribute such data to all have access to the
ongoing risk score. However, if the perpetrator is
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currently being prosecuted, then the broad avail-
ability of data regarding the case might compro-
mise the prosecution. The access of agencies to
sensitive case information might also compromise
the safety of victims of domestic violence.

Police officers attending domestic violence
scenes may have neither the time nor the skill to
elicit detailed and highly idiosyncratic information
pertaining to risk. Thoughtful risk assessments
must fit into the busy schedules of those working
specifically with victims of domestic violence. In a
very practical way, such assessments ought not be
prohibitively long.

The asking of open-ended questions usually eli-
cits much more information from victims and pro-
vides an opportunity for the development of some
rapport between interviewer and victim. In these
scenarios risk assessors may pay more attention to
demeanor, listening skills, body language, and
choice of words. Interviews such as these may be
more likely to unfold between an advocate and a
victim. The data emerging may be much more idi-
osyncratic and therefore less amenable to statistical
analysis. However, it may tell the advocate/risk
assessor much more about the compromises and
difficulties the victim faces.

Most risk assessors realize that no instrument
should form the exclusive basis for safety planning
and that listening to victims is essential. Neverthe-
less, thoughtfully constructed risk assessment
instruments have the potential to enlighten both
victims and service providers alike. Although little
research has been conducted as of this writing on
how risk assessment affects intervention, recidi-
vism, and death rates, anecdotal evidence suggests
that risk scores exert pressure on multiple service
providers and may encourage them to be more
careful. It is also the case that conversations
about risk involve a shared language and thus
may enhance coordinated community responses
to domestic violence.

Notwithstanding all these possible benefits, two
questions arise (Websdale 2005a, 2005b). First, be-
cause risk assessment involves triaging, is it likely
even if “high-risk™ cases are identified that resources
will be available to increase protection? Second,
in situations where victims reject safety-planning
advice based on risk assessments or choose to follow
another path, does society set them up for blame?

Red Flags or Risk Markers

Researchers appear to have identified characteris-
tics of cases in which domestic violence victims
die. Digging deeply into that small population of

domestic violence homicides uncovers a number
of factors that do not seem to surface as frequently
or with the same level of intensity in everyday
(nonlethal) cases. Risk assessors search for these
red flags in everyday cases and use their presence
as a possible sign of increased danger. Research-
ers are agreed that this is not foolproof science.
Indeed, lethal outcomes might depend upon other
extraneous variables, such as the quality of emer-
gency medical services or the distance from a major
hospital.

Notwithstanding these caveats, certain red flags
loom large in both the research literature and in
risk assessment instruments (Campbell et al. 2003a,
2003b; Websdale 2000). These red flags are outlined
below.

A Prior History of Intimate Partner Violence

The first and most important red flag is a prior
history of intimate partner violence (Campbell et al.
2003a; Websdale 1999; Wolfgang 1958). Under this
broad umbrella of “prior history’ some researchers
note the predictive significance of particular forms
of violence such as “‘choking” and ‘“forced sex”
(Campbell 2003b). Using data from the Danger
Assessment Instrument, Campbell et al. (2003b:
17) found that compared with the control group
of abused women, murdered women were forced to
have sex 7.6 more times and were 9.9 times more
likely to be choked.

“Stalking” appears as a prominent correlate in a
number of works. According to the research of
McFarlane et al. (1999: 300), ““Stalking is revealed
to be a correlate of lethal and near lethal violence
against women and, coupled with physical assault,
is significantly associated with murder and
attempted murder.”

A prior history of intimate partner violence may
include the use of a weapon. According to Camp-
bell et al.’s Danger Assessment study, abused
women who were “threatened or assaulted with a
gun or other weapon were 20 times more likely
than other women to be murdered.”” The mere pres-
ence of a gun in the home meant that an abused
woman ‘“‘was six times more likely than other
abused women to be killed” (Campbell et al.
2003b: 16).

Although prior intimate partner violence in
many of its guises powerfully informs the debate
on risk, it is also the case that significant numbers
of women who die report no prior history of vio-
lence that researchers are able to later identify. For
example, the Chicago Women’s Health Risk Study
reports that in one in five cases of men Kkilling
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female intimates, researchers uncovered no evi-
dence of prior intimate partner violence (Block
2003: 5).

Pending or Actual Separation or Estrangement

The extant research literature contends that
women experience an increased risk of lethal vio-
lence when they leave intimate relationships with
men (Browne 1987; Wilson and Daly 1993). More
recent research from Campbell et al.’s eleven-city
case control study found, “Women who separated
from their abusive partners after cohabitation expe-
rienced increased risk of femicide, particularly when
the abuser was highly controlling” (2003a: 1092).

Obsessive Possessiveness or Movrbid Jealousy

The research literature consistently identifies ob-
sessive or morbid jealousy as central to intimate
partner homicides. For example, Daly and Wilson
(1988: 202-205) point to the role of male sexual
proprietariness in homicides in India, Uganda,
Zaire, and Samoa. Easteal (1993: 109) discusses
obsessive or pathological jealousy in terms of the
perpetrator seeing his partner as part of his own
identity. Consequently, any threat of the female
leaving threatens the man’s identity. The emphasis
with this red flag is firmly on “extreme” or “mor-
bid” forms of jealousy.

Making Threats to Kill

Threats to kill constitute one of the most consis-
tent correlates of intimate partner homicide when
compared with abused women in general (Browne
1987; Campbell et al. 2003b: 17; Hart 1988).
“Women whose partners threatened them with
murder were 15 times more likely than other
women to be killed”” (Campbell et al. 2003b: 16).

Batterers’ threats to take their own lives, perhaps
as a means of gaining some control in the relation-
ship, also appear as risk indicators for homicide.
Barbara Hart, J.D., a leading advocate for battered
women, sees batterers’ suicidal threats, ideations,
and plans as very significant risk markers (Hart
1988: 242). These and other risk markers become
all the more onerous if the battered woman plays a
“central role . . . in the batterer’s universe . . . .
Especially if the loss of the battered woman repre-
sents or precipitates a total loss of hope for a positive
future.” Hart bases her insights on what she calls
“experiential data” rather than statistical research.

Paradoxically, in Campbell et al.’s eleven-city
case controlled study of femicide, the researchers
found that ‘“‘[t]hreatened or attempted suicide by
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either males or females . . . were not found to be
predictors of intimate partner homicide. However,
there was an increased risk of homicide when the
man is suicidal and there has not been any physical
abuse” (Campbell et al. 2003b: 16).

Alcohol and Drug Use

It is a widely held belief that excessive alcohol and,
to a lesser extent, drug use accompany intimate part-
ner violence. In predicting dangerous and lethal out-
comes, these variables figure prominently on nearly
all risk assessment forms. Campbell et al. (2003b: 17)
found that women whose partners became “‘drunk
every day or almost every day” were 4.1 times more
likely to die than battered women whose partners
did not engage in this behavior.

Unemployment

Recent research reveals a clear association be-
tween unemployment and intimate partner homi-
cide. One group of researchers comments that the
“abuser’s lack of employment was the only demo-
graphic risk factor that significantly predicted femi-
cide risks after we controlled for a comprehensive
list of more proximate risk factors, increasing risks
4-fold relative to the case of employed abusers”
(Campbell et al. 2003a: 1092). This statistical re-
search is a fine start, but more research is needed
that indicates what being unemployed means to
victims, perpetrators, and others.

Stepchildren
According to Wilson and Daly (1998: 226), the
presence of children of other unions constitutes ““a
major risk marker for violence against wives.”
Campbell et al. (2003a: 1092) note that ““instances
in which a child of the victim by a previous partner
was living in the home increased the risk of inti-
mate partner homicide.”
NEIL WEBSDALE

See also Child Maltreatment, Interviewing Sus-
pected Victims of; Elder Abuse, Assessing the Risks
of; Fatality Reviews in Adult Domestic Homicide
and Suicide; Healthcare Professionals’ Roles in
Identifying and Responding to Domestic Violence;
Intimate Partner Homicide; Police Response to Do-
mestic Violence Incidents
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ATTACHMENT THEORY AND
DOMESTIC VIOLENCE

Over the past thirty years since the 1970s, the treat-
ment of choice for perpetrators of domestic vio-
lence has not evolved much. Most programs
consist of either cognitive-behavioral therapy
(e.g., Dutton 1998; Sonkin 2003), feminist-based
reeducation (Pense and Paymar 1993), or a combi-
nation of the two. Other models, such as those of
family systems and psychodynamics (Dutton and
Sonkin 2003), have been described but are less
common in practice. The reason for this is that
state laws that have been advocated by activists
generally mandate the type of interventions provi-
ders must include in their programs, and these
requirements usually are based on the feminist re-
education model, such as that offered by the Do-
mestic Abuse Intervention Project, which has come
to be known as the Duluth Model. Although some
scholars and practitioners are attempting to chal-
lenge these traditional ways of approaching perpe-
trator treatment (see, e.g., Dutton and Nichols
2005), domestic violence intervention has experi-
enced little change in recent decades.

Many states have mandated the Duluth Model
into the law, even though numerous evaluations of

this model have found that program participation
had no impact on recidivism (Davis, Taylor, and
Maxwell 1998; Feder and Forde 1999; Levesque
1998; Shepard 1987, 1992). One outcome of having
legislated a particular form of intervention is that
there has been a stagnancy in the field, resulting in
minimal innovation and change over the last decades
of the twentieth century. What is most disturbing is
that this stagnancy continues despite research sug-
gesting that the current intervention models are hav-
ing only a moderate effect on treatment outcome
(Babcock, Green, and Robie 2004).

The purpose of this article is to propose an expan-
sion of the common conceptualization of domestic
violence from a primarily behavioral-social/political
perspective to a model that considers recent findings
in developmental and social psychology as well as
neuropsychology. While this article will focus pri-
marily on male perpetrators, many of the principles
of attachment theory and neurobiology presented
here can be applied to women perpetrators (Babcock,
Miller, and Siard 2003; Leisring, Dowd, and Rosen-
baum 2003) and victims (Henderson, Bartholomew,
and Dutton 1997; Morgan and Shaver 1999).
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Attachment Theory Overview

In his landmark trilogy Attachment and Loss, the
British psychiatrist John Bowlby (1969, 1973, 1980)
posited a theory of development that contradicted
the prevailing psychoanalytic theories of the time
and proved to be a revolutionary way of under-
standing the nature of the attachment bonds be-
tween infants and their caregivers (Bretherton
1992). In his observations of infants separated
from their mothers and fathers during hospitaliza-
tions, he saw the dire effects of separation distress
on the emotional state of the child. According to
the theory, attachment is governed by a number of
important principles. First, alarm of any kind,
stemming from an internal (such as physical pain)
or external source (such as a loss of contact with a
caregiver), will activate what Bowlby called the
“attachment behavioral system.” Bowlby believed
that this system was one of four behavioral systems
that are innate and evolutionarily function to en-
sure survival of the species. The distress produced
by the stimulus directs and motivates infants to
seek out soothing physical contact with the attach-
ment figure. Once activated, only physical attach-
ment with the attachment figure will terminate the
attachment behavioral system. As Cassidy (1999)
describes, the infant is like a heat-seeking missile,
looking for an attachment figure that is sufficiently
near, available, and responsive. When this attempt
for protection is met with success, the attachment
system deactivates, the anxiety is reduced, the in-
fant is soothed, and play and exploration can re-
sume. When these needs are not met, the infant
experiences extreme arousal and terror. When the
system has been activated for a long time without
soothing and termination, the system can then be-
come suppressed. If the system is activated and
inconsistently soothed, it can become exquisitely
sensitive and reactive. Bowlby reported observa-
tions he made of 15- to 30-month-old children
separated for the first time from their mothers.
He witnessed a three-phase behavioral display: pro-
test, despair, and detachment. He concluded from
these observations that the primary function of
protest was to generate displays that would lead
to the return of the absent parent. This expression
of negative emotion may be viewed as an attempt
to recapture the attachment figure that can soothe
tension and anxiety at a developmental stage where
the child cannot yet self-soothe. Through this sig-
naling, the attachment figure is told that she is
wanted and/or needed. When the attachment figure
is sufficiently wunresponsive to the infant’s call
for help, insecure patterns of attachment develop
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that may set the stage for interpersonal problems
later in life.

Mary Ainsworth was the American psychologist
who brought Bowlby’s theory to the United States
and developed a method, the Strange Situation, of
assessing infant attachment (Ainsworth, Blehar,
Waters, and Wall 1978). Originally three patterns
were observed—secure, anxious-avoidant, and
anxious-ambivalent—but later on a fourth category,
disorganized, was described. Since Ainsworth’s
original studies, it has been found that attachment
pattern rates are fairly consistent across cultures—
approximately 65 percent secure and 35 percent
insecure (van IJzendoorn and Sagi 1999). The
Strange Situation is a laboratory procedure used
to assess infant attachment status. The procedure
consists of eight episodes of separation and re-
union. The infant’s behavior upon the parent’s
return is the basis for classifying the infant into
one of three attachment categories. The secure
infants experienced distress at the separation and
were unable to resume exploration and play. When
the parent returned, the infant showed distress but
was able to quickly settle down and return to ex-
ploration. Another group of infants showed dis-
tress at neither separation nor reunion. These
infants were termed anxious-avoidant. Although
they seemed unaffected by the separation and re-
union process, their results on physiological mea-
sures showed that they were clearly in distress. A
third category of infants were extremely distressed
at separation and at reunion. However, these
infants were not able to return to play and explora-
tion, like the secure infants, when their parents
tried to soothe them. They clung to their parents
and often demonstrated anger and aggression.
These infants were termed anxious-resistant.

Originally researchers described three categories
(secure, anxious-avoidant, and anxious-resistant),
though some infants studied were termed “‘cannot
classify.” Main and Solomon (1986) looked more
closely at these unclassifiable infants and found
that some children were particularly ambivalent
upon reunion with their attachment figure, both
approaching and avoiding contact. These infants
appeared to demonstrate a collapse in behavioral
and attentional strategies for managing attachment
distress (Hesse and Main 2000). They didn’t dis-
play an organized strategy for coping with attach-
ment distress, so these infants were termed
disorganized. When researchers asked why these
children were both seeking protection from their
caregivers while at the same time pulling away, they
discovered that a large percentage of these infants
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were experiencing abuse by their caregiver. Main
and Hesse (1990) wrote that these infants were
experiencing “fear without solution.” Another sub-
group of disorganized infants, however, were not
experiencing abuse by their caregivers, which the
researchers found to be a curious anomaly. It was
discovered that these caregivers had experienced
abuse by their parents, but that abuse was still
unresolved (Hesse, Main, Yost-Abrams, and
Rifkin 2003). Upon close examination, it was dis-
covered that when the infant was in need of protec-
tion, the caregiver became frightened (as evidenced
by his or her turning away or making subtle fright-
ening faces at the infant). It is believed that attach-
ment disorganization occurs when a parent acts
either frightening or frightened in response to the
infant’s need for protection.

Adult Attachment

In the 1980s, the field of adult attachment began to
evolve. This occurred for several reasons. First,
many attachment labs were conducting research
on the continuity of attachment status over time.
Researchers were also becoming interested in the
long-term effects of secure and insecure attachment
on interpersonal functioning. As the research in
child, adolescent, and adult attachment evolved,
new methods of assessing attachment status were
needed. Main and Goldwyn (1993), at the Univer-
sity of California, Berkeley, developed the Adult
Attachment Interview (AAI). The interview has
been utilized in hundreds of studies worldwide to
assess adult attachment states of mind.

In longitudinal studies, 80 percent of children
assessed in the Strange Situation as infants were
given the same AALI classification as young adults
(Fraley 2002; Waters, Hamilton, and Weinfield
2000). In approximately 20 percent of the cases,
the attachment status changes over time (usually
from insecure to secure, but sometimes the other
way). The term “earned security’ is used for those
individuals who were assessed as insecure as infants
but assessed as secure as adults (Roisman, Padron,
Sroufe, and Egeland 2002). When a child changes
from insecure to secure, it is most likely as a result
of a relationship. This makes sense because insecu-
rity grows out of relationships, so one would expect
“earned security” to grow out of relationships.
The AAI data have also been utilized to examine
the relationship between the parent’s attachment
status and the attachment relationship between
that parent and her/his infant (Main and Goldwyn
1993). The most robust predictor of the attachment

pattern between the infant and her/his parent is the
attachment status of the parent—as high as 80
percent predictability.

Social psychologists have studied attachment in
adult relationships and its relationship to interper-
sonal (Fraley and Shaver 2000) and group proces-
ses (Rom and Mikulincer 2003). Out of this track
came a large body of social-psychological research
on attachment style (rather than attachment status,
the term used by developmental psychologists) and
interpersonal functioning. Self-report measures have
been developed that could be quickly administered
to a larger group of subjects and scored relatively
easily. Attachment is deconstructed differently, de-
pending on the measure. For example, the Experi-
ences in Close Relationships Scale measures
attachment patterns based on two continuums, anx-
iety and avoidance (Brennan, Clark, and Shaver
1998). The Relationship Status Questionnaire, devel-
oped by Bartholomew and Horowitz (1991), mea-
sures attachment in a way that is more in line with
Bowlby’s initial conceptualization: internal working
models of self and others. Although there was some
initial conflict between the consistency between self-
report measures and interview methods, recent stud-
ies have suggested that these different assessment
tools may have more consistency than originally
thought (Shaver, Belsky, and Brennan 2000).

A number of important findings have emerged
from the research on attachment. Attachment is a
form of dyadic emotion regulation (Mikulincer,
Shaver, and Pereg 2003; Sroufe 1995). Infants are
not capable of regulating their own emotions and
arousal and therefore require the assistance of their
caregiver in this process. How the infant ultimately
learns how to regulate his/her emotions will depend
heavily on how the caregiver regulates his’/her own
emotions and displays sensitivity or attunement to the
infant’s emotional state (Fonagy, Target, Gergely,
and Jurist 2002; Stern 1985). Another important
finding was that attachment is not a one-way street.
As the caregiver affects the infant, the infant also
affects the caregiver. This process is referred to as
“mutual regulation” (Tronick 1989). The caregiver
is not only aware through observation of the infant’s
emotional state, but also feels the infant’s emotions,
which allows for even greater sensitivity.

The Neurobiology of Attachment

Bowlby believed that attachment was a biologically
based behavioral system (Bowlby 1988). However,
it wasn’t until the 1990s, the decade of the brain,
with the development of sophisticated scanning
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techniques, that we were able to literally look into
the brain and better understand how this behavio-
ral system actually functioned. Magnetic resonance
imaging (MRI) studies of infants have indicated
that a rapid and significant brain growth spurt
occurs from the last trimester of pregnancy
through the second year. The volume of the brain,
particularly the right brain, increases rapidly dur-
ing the first two years (Schore 1994). The right
brain has been linked with self-regulation, the en-
hancement of self/other emotion regulation, and
the implicit self, all of which are shaped by these
attachment experiences (Fonagy 2001; Schore
1994). During this time, the infant is developing
important neural capacities that critically affect
interpersonal functioning. Certainly these first
two years are both a time of opportunity and a
time of vulnerability (Siegel 1999).

What are the mental capacities that are develop-
ing in the infant’s right brain during this critical
period? Siegel (1999) states that early childhood
experiences with caretakers allow the brain (the
right prefrontal cortex in particular) to organize
in specific ways, which forms the basis for later
interpersonal functioning. The immature infant
brain uses the mature functions of the caregiver’s
brain to develop these important neural capacities,
which include: body mapping, reflective function,
empathy, response flexibility, social cognition, au-
tobiographical memory, and emotion regulation.
Given this list, a well-developed right prefrontal
cortex is critical to experiencing healthy interper-
sonal relationships. It may also be the biological
basis of the attachment behavioral system. The
lack of development of this part of the brain and
the need for parental interaction explains why there
would be such a high correlation between a par-
ent’s attachment status and the infant’s attachment
status.

Because the vast majority of perpetrators of do-
mestic violence have insecure attachment (Dutton
1998), it is important for clinicians to understand
what specific neural capacities may be lacking in
their clients and to develop interventions that spe-
cifically address those deficits. In addition, if secure
attachment in parents is most likely going to imbue
secure attachment in children (good affect regula-
tion capacities), then the same may be true about
psychotherapy. The better therapists are at regulat-
ing their and their client’s affect, the more likely
their clients will become “earned secure.”

The neurobiology findings suggest that the tech-
niques typically utilized to effect change in treat-
ment, such as interpretation, education, and skill
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building, may not be sufficient to bring about last-
ing (one may even say neurobiological) change in
psychotherapy clients. Schore (2003a, 2003b) sug-
gests that the right-brain to right-brain attunement
that occurs between a parent and an infant is pri-
marily a nonverbal, nonintellectual process. He
suggests that psychotherapists appreciate this fact
if they want to make an impact on the neural
capacities of the right brain. The right hemisphere
processes information quite differently from
the left hemisphere (Trevarthen 1996). The right-
hemisphere specialization in affective awareness,
expression, and perception is critical to clinicians
who are helping people learn to regulate affect
more adaptively. However, the language of the
right hemisphere is different from the left. As op-
posed to the left hemisphere, whose linguistic pro-
cessing and use of syllogistic reasoning looks for
logical, linear cause-effect relationships, the lan-
guage of the right hemisphere is nonverbal and
body oriented (Siegel 2001). It would follow that
changing these capacities of right-prefrontal func-
tioning will necessarily involve a nonverbal and
body-awareness component.

Attachment Theory and Domestic Violence

Don Dutton’s (1988, 1994) groundbreaking studies
on batterer typology and intervention found that
there were different types of batterers needing dif-
ferent types of interventions. Other domestic vio-
lence researchers (Babcock, Jacobson, Gottman,
and Yerington 2000; Hastings and Hamberger
1988; Holtzworth-Munroe, Smart, and Hutchinson
1997; Saunders 1987) have found the same differ-
ences. As Dutton (1994) began to incorporate at-
tachment measures into his interview protocol, it
became clear that different patterns of attachment
also began to emerge. Approximately 40 percent
had dismissing attachment (as compared with 25
percent in the nonclinical population), 30 percent
preoccupied attachment (as compared with 10 per-
cent in the nonclinical population), and 30 percent
disorganized attachment (as compared with 5 per-
cent in the nonclinical population). Dutton utilized
a self-report measure developed by Kim Bartholo-
mew, the Relationship Scales Questionnaire (RSQ)
(Bartholomew and Shaver 1998). These findings
were corroborated by the research conducted by
Holtzworth-Munroe et al. (1997), who utilized both
the RSQ and AAI in their research with perpetrators
and found similar results with both measures. What
these data suggest is that domestic violence perpe-
trators have higher rates of attachment insecurity
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than the general population and that incorporating
attachment theory into treatment may ultimately
help increase outcome data and facilitate the process
of clients developing “earned security.”

These data also prove that batterers represent a
heterogeneous population and that different inter-
ventions may be necessary for different clients
depending on how they regulate attachment distress.
For example, batterers with a dismissing attachment
status downregulate affect, so interventions need to
focus on helping these individuals identify dis-
avowed affect and learn constructive ways of expres-
sing feelings and needs in a relationship context.
Conversely, preoccupied clients, who have learned
to upregulate attachment distress, need to learn how
to self-soothe when activated and not depend solely
on their attachment figures to soothe them via prox-
imity maintenance.

Disorganized batterers have learned that inter-
personal relationships are dangerous. They have
learned to regulate attachment distress through
approach and avoidance. When these forces are
strongest, it can result in a breakdown in cognition
and affect, resulting in uncontrollable rage and
dissociation. These individuals need to address pre-
vious traumas and losses in order to break the
disorganized processes that contribute to aggres-
sion and violence. One study found increased suc-
cess (Saunders 1996) when batterers who have
experienced childhood abuse were given psychody-
namic treatment models that emphasize resolution
of childhood abuse dynamics. Although the goal of
domestic violence treatment for each of these at-
tachment categories is similar—cessation of vio-
lence—how that goal is achieved will differ
depending on how each client typically regulates
attachment distress.

Developing the Therapeutic Alliance
with Batterers

The most robust predictor of change in psycho-
therapy is not the techniques or even the brilliant
interpretations that therapists devise, but the re-
lationship between the client and the therapist
(Horvath and Greenberg 1989; Luborsky 1994;
Stern 2004). Bowlby (1969) believed that intimate
attachments to other human beings are the hub
around which a person’s life revolves. From these
intimate attachments, a person draws strength and
enjoyment of life. Bowlby also believed that one such
attachment might be a person’s therapist. Bowlby
(1988) described the five tasks of attachment-
informed psychotherapy. One of those tasks is to

explore the relationship with a psychotherapist as
an attachment figure. Bowlby believed that the
therapist would be viewed as an attachment figure
regardless of whether or not the client was aware of
this fact. And like the patterns of attachment that
emerged in the stressful Strange Situation proce-
dure, the natural ruptures and reunions that occur
in psychotherapy that are likely to activate the
attachment behavioral system of the client will be-
come grist for the therapeutic mill.

Because more perpetrators of domestic violence
have had particularly negative experiences in their
family-of-origin attachment relationships, simply
walking into the therapist’s office is likely to cause
some degree of anxiety. In this unusual type of rela-
tionship, clients have the opportunity to have these
reactions and patterns of attachment brought to
their attention, to reappraise their functionality and
learn new methods of regulating attachment distress.

How does one facilitate the process of attach-
ment in psychotherapy? Therapists are trained to
focus primarily on verbal communication in the
therapeutic encounter, but just as the expression
of infant distress is largely nonverbal, so, too,
much of the communication between client and
therapist occurs on the nonverbal level. The more
therapists are able to adaptively regulate their own
emotional reactions to clients, the better they will
be able to attend and respond to their clients’ sig-
nals. Therefore, it is critical that therapists working
with perpetrators are able to read nonverbal sig-
nals, interpret them correctly, respond quickly and
appropriately, and help slowly and gently bring
these emotions to awareness so that perpetrators
can learn adaptive ways of regulating them. Con-
tingent communication begins when the client
sends a signal to the therapist. These signals are
both verbal and nonverbal (facial expressions,
body movements/gestures, tone of voice, timing
and intensity of response, etc.). The therapist
needs to recognize the signal, interpret it correctly,
and send back a message to the client that these
signals have been seen. This response is not simply
a mirror of what was received (e.g., I see that you
are angry); the therapist must send a message that
not only was the original signal received and inter-
preted and is being responded to, but that a part of
the therapist has been communicated to—that
part, of course, which is the therapist’s caring,
concern, or empathy. When this contingent com-
munication occurs, the client not only feels under-
stood but feels connected to another person, and
the process continues. Trevarthen (1993) contends
that contingent communication is the basis of
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healthy, collaborative communication and facili-
tates positive attachments.

This seems so elementary, yet what these scho-
lars and practitioners suggest is that the ability to
read and interpret these nonverbal signals is more
than a therapeutic trick the therapist occasionally
pulls out of his or her bag. It is the basis of devel-
oping the therapeutic alliance, which in turn is the
key to positive therapy outcome. Many perpetra-
tors of domestic violence enter into therapy under
duress and emotionally difficult situations (such as
a separation or divorce). It is critical that therapists
listen closely as well as look for nonverbal signals
and respond starting with the first contact in a
sensitive and caring fashion. So much of domestic
violence literature emphasizes confrontation of
minimization and denial, and though it is impor-
tant to address these issues, it is probably more
important to attend to the client’s emotional state
and respond in an empathic and helpful way. Just
walking into the therapist’s office is going to trigger
attachment distress for most clients. Add to this the
fact that the client is being forced to attend therapy
and that he may be anxious about losing his family.
Attending to the therapeutic alliance is going to
give the therapist more leverage later on to deal
with the other issues in therapy, such as denial,
minimization, and inspiring commitment to behav-
ior change.

Observation of the client is key to noticing these
changes in states of mind. But because much of
interpersonal communication goes on below the
radar or outside of one’s consciousness, there will
be many instances when recognition of signals is
not sufficient. As mentioned earlier, Tronick (1989)
states that affect in the attachment relationship is
a two-way street: The infant is affected by the
parent and the parent is affected by the infant. In
other words, the parent feels what the infant is
feeling. There is research suggesting that a particu-
lar part of the prefrontal cortex, called the mirror
neuron system, is responsible for this phenomenon
(Iacoboni, Woods, Brass, Bekkering, Mazziotta,
and Rizzolatti 1999). The mirror neuron system is
hypothesized to be the biological basis of our abil-
ity to experience empathy (Preston and de Waal
2002). This system allows the brain to simulate an
emotional response observed in others, and this
process does not have to be conscious. In other
words, one can feel what others feel simply by
observing their signals, and this process occurs
whether we are conscious of it or not. Therefore,
another way therapists can learn to be sensitive to a
client’s emotional state is by being attuned to their
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own emotional state when in a client’s presence. To
complicate matters, changes in the therapist’s state
of mind will be picked up by the client’s mirror
neuron system and will either exacerbate or reduce
their anxiety. This close attention to the process of
contingency is critical not only to the development
of the therapeutic relationship, but to helping the
client learn more adaptive affective regulation skills
as well. When a patient feels empathized with by
the other, he experiences a deep sense of being
understood, which contributes to positive feelings
associated with close relationships. When the ther-
apist is regulating his or her affect in a constructive
manner, the client will learn how to do the same,
whether it’s made explicit or not.

Affect Regulation in the Treatment of
Perpetrators

Over the past fifteen years, the affective neuro-
sciences have evolved primarily because of im-
proved imaging techniques that have also allowed
us to better understand how emotion and cognition
work together to create the experience of feeling
(Damasio 1999; Panksepp 1998). Additionally,
these imaging techniques have elucidated how the
two hemispheres of the brain may operate very
differently in important domains of psychological
functioning such as memory (Kandel 1999; Tulving
1993) and emotion (Davidson 2003). Although
most batterer intervention programs consider im-
proved affect regulation abilities to be paramount
in their treatment goals, many clinicians utilize
interventions that reflect obsolete notions of emo-
tion and its regulation.

What are emotions? Emotions are packages of
solutions handed down by evolution to assist organ-
isms to solve problems or endorse opportunities
(Damasio 1999). All emotions are involved either
directly or indirectly in the organism’s management
of life. The purpose of emotions is to promote sur-
vival, with the net result being to achieve a state of
well-being (Ryff, Singer, and Love 2004), versus
some state of neutrality. Emotions can be broken
down into three categories: primary, background,
and social (Damasio 1999, 2003; Siegel 1999). The
primary emotions were those originally described by
Darwin (1872/1965): anger, sadness, happiness, sur-
prise, disgust, fear. These emotions are characterized
by a quick onset, burst, and rapid decay. This is not
to say that these primary emotions can’t last for a
long period of time; for example, they could be
constantly stimulated by an ongoing emotionally
“competent stimulus” (a term Damasio uses to
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refer to the external or internal stimulus that evokes
the emotional response). “Background emotions”
are those one experiences when one arises in the
morning and feels a strong sense of possibility for
the day (or the opposite), or when someone is asked
how she is feeling and the response is simply “good”
or “bad.” They are often thought of in simple ways—
you feel good or not good. These emotions are pres-
ent in the background and may exert their influence
on us throughout the day, though we may not nec-
essarily be aware of them. Background emotions
may set a certain emotional temperature, which
may in turn affect how one experiences a primary
emotion. Social emotions are extremely complex—
they may be an amalgam of primary emotions but
are triggered during a social interaction. Emotions
such as compassion, shame, contempt, resentment,
awe, jealousy, or altruism may be thought of as
combinations of primary emotions or ones that
have their own unique configuration and purpose.
Like the primary and background emotions, these
emotions may also become activated without con-
scious awareness, and will exert their influence on
the person’s behaviors and cognitions.

Another important characteristic of emotions is
that they generally occur in the body first, not just
the muscles or specific organs, but the viscera and
the internal chemistry of the body. Damasio (1999)
has demonstrated that there is a dedicated system
within the spinal cord for transmitting information
about emotion from the body to the brain. There
are particular trigger points in the brain for specific
types of emotions (such as the amygdala for fear,
or the ventral medial prefrontal cortex for certain
social emotions), and these structures can activate
behavioral solutions without the mind knowing it’s
experiencing an emotion at all. This means that
there are times when we are in the process of emot-
ing in a rather “thoughtless” manner. This fact
helps us to understand how emotions get commu-
nicated nonverbally without our awareness.

Feeling occurs when a person becomes con-
sciously aware of the fact that he is in the process
of experiencing emotion (Damasio 1999, 2003).
Feeling occurs in the prefrontal cortex, which has
a region specifically dedicated to recognizing
changes in the body. The orbital prefrontal cortex
is thought to be involved in this body mapping
process, which would allow for the sensing of emo-
tion. Damasio considers the feeling of emotion
similar to a sense—not unlike smell, hearing,
sight, touch, and taste. Feelings reveal to us the
state of the organism at any particular point in
time. Feelings allow us to make decisions about
how to respond to emotions; they allow us the

opportunity to make a choice. The process of emot-
ing does not end in a neutral state, but the goal of
the process of emoting is to end in a state of well-
being (Damasio 2003; Urry et al. 2004).

The affect regulation strategies that batterers
learned in childhood don’t ultimately result in feel-
ings of well-being, but in more frustration and
distress, particularly when those strategies are
placed in the relationship context. For example, a
preoccupied client’s dependency on his partner to
soothe his fears of loss and neediness through cling-
ing or preoccupied anger ultimately drives the part-
ner away, producing even greater feelings of loss
and anxiety. Likewise, a dismissing client’s over-
reliance on independence and apparent devaluation
of attachment to deal with his fears of closeness
only leads to greater feelings of loneliness when
others perceive him as not needing intimacy.

In treating perpetrators of violence, therapists
need to help them become more aware of their
different types of emotions (the process of feeling)
and how those emotions interact with each other,
by strengthening their body-mapping capacities of
the prefrontal cortex. In addition, by identifying
the competent stimuli that trigger the different
emotions in the first place, they can better predict
when an emotion is likely to be triggered. Of
course, these stimuli can be external to the person
(such as criticism from a spouse or defiance by a
child), but it can also be internal (such as a memory
from childhood that is triggered by a criticism by a
spouse). By appreciating the range of their emo-
tions, clients can benefit from therapy by learning a
new emotional vocabulary, so as to better know
themselves and communicate more effectively with
others. More adaptive regulation strategies will
lead to feelings of well-being, which will ultimately
reinforce these strategies. By making clients more
aware of their emotional processes, therapists give
them the opportunity to make better decisions
about how to cope with their emotional responses
(Bechara, Damasio, and Damasio 2000).

Because emotions often occur without the per-
son knowing (having a feeling), the therapist is at a
disadvantage without the assistance of a brain
scanner that would indicate that a client is in the
process of emoting. However, because the body is
so directly involved with the emotional process,
and usually responds before the emotion is felt,
the bodily changes that occur could be recognized
by the therapist, who can in turn bring this aware-
ness to the client. The typical signs that an emotion
is occurring include changes in facial expression
(Ekman and Friesen 1978), eye gaze, tone of
voice, bodily motion, and timing of response
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(Siegel 1999). Therefore, therapists would need to
pay careful attention to these nonverbal cues in
their clients and carefully bring this to their client’s
attention. Likewise, as described earlier, therapists
can make use of their own emotional reactions
(those activated by the mirror neuron system) to
better understand their clients’ states of mind. Con-
frontation, though it can at times be useful, is
generally not helpful when a person is unaware
of his emotional state. A gentle and supportive
approach can help to raise the client’s awareness
of his emotional state, whether in the context of
group, individual, or couples psychotherapy. Be-
cause of their history of deactivating or hyperacti-
vating attachment distress (or a combination of
both in cases of disorganized attachment), these
clients will need consistent and sensitive attune-
ment by the therapist to learn to recognize and
tolerate all of their emotional states and develop
new strategies for regulating them.

Left Brain/Right Brain

Another exciting concept in the affective neu-
rosciences is the notion that different parts of the
brain specialize in different capacities. Neuroimag-
ing technology has made it increasingly clear that
the different hemispheres of the brain (right and
left), even of the same neurostructures, may have
different functions. Richard Davidson (2004) has
found differences in the patterns of activation of
the prefrontal cortex with regard to approach and
avoidance emotions. His studies have included
brain scans of monks who have studied with the
Dalai Lama (Davidson 2000). He found that these
individuals had particularly positive outlooks on
life, and this was reflected by difference in the acti-
vation of their right and left prefrontal cortexes.
Individuals who have an overall positive outlook
on life are more likely to have higher left-to-right
prefrontal activation in response to problem solv-
ing, as compared with individuals who have a more
negativistic outlook on life (who have a lower left-
to-right ratio of activation). In other words, some
people do really see the glass as half full and others
really see it as half empty. What is most interesting
about Davidson’s work is that the pattern of acti-
vation can be changed through mindfulness techni-
ques. Individuals with secure attachment are likely
to have this more positive outlook, whereas indivi-
duals with insecure attachment are more likely
to possess a negative outlook. These data suggest
that an important part of psychotherapy with
perpetrators may include teaching certain clients
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mindfulness techniques in the service of developing
more effective affect regulation strategies. If emo-
tion begins in the body, then training the mind (the
prefrontal cortex in particular) to be more mindful
of the body and its changes will help a person
become more aware of their emotions. Perpetrators
with moderate to severe affective disorders who
participate in meditation and other, similar prac-
tices report that these activities dramatically in-
crease feelings of well-being and, when practiced
consistently, can have a long-lasting effect.

Summary

Attachment theory is a useful lens through which
to understand perpetrator behavior. It explains
how early childhood experiences have led to a par-
ticular way of experiencing close relationships. It
also helps therapists to see how, depending on the
attachment status of the client, interventions will
need to be developed to address their specific needs
and that cookie cutter approaches will not advance
the profession. The attachment findings make it
clear that domestic violence is not just a result of
social conditioning; if anything, it is at least the
interaction between psychological conditioning
and the social context. Therefore, while social
changes are necessary, violence will never stop as
long as the psychological and biological factors are
minimized or altogether ignored.

What neurobiology findings suggest is that the
regulation of affect, particularly with individuals
with insecure attachment, is much more complex
than early theories of intervention have suggested.
Developing skills in adaptive regulation of both
negative and positive emotional states involves
learning to recognize an emotionally competent
stimulus—identifying the different types of emo-
tions that are activated in the body—and how con-
sciousness is necessary to allow the individual to
feel the emotion and finally make adaptive choices
with regard to responding to the emotional stimu-
lus. Most importantly, the notion that the final
goal of this complex process is to achieve a state
of well-being, rather than simply neutrality or some
resting state of quiescence, is one of the rewards of
the change in the strategies.

DANIEL JAY SONKIN

See also Control Balance Theory and Domestic Vio-
lence; Exchange Theory; Feminist Theory; Identity
Theory and Domestic Violence; Popular Culture and
Domestic Violence; Social Learning Theory and
Family Violence



ATTACHMENT THEORY AND DOMESTIC VIOLENCE

References and Further Reading

Ainsworth, M. D. S., M. C. Blehar, E. Waters, and S. Wall.
Patterns of Attachment: A Psychological Study of the
Strange Situation. Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum, 1978.

American Psychological Association [APA] Presidential
Task Force on Violence and the Family. Violence and
the Family: Report of the American Psychological Associ-
ation Presidential Task Force on Violence and the Family.
Washington, DC: APA, 1996.

Babcock, J. C., C. E. Green, and C. Robie. “Does Batterers’
Treatment Work?: A Meta-Analytic Review of Domes-
tic Violence Treatment Outcome Research.” Clinical
Psychology Review 23 (2204): 1023-1053.

Babcock, Julia C., Neil S. Jacobson, John M. Gottman, and
Timothy P. Yerington. “Attachment, Emotional Regu-
lation, and the Function of Marital Violence: Differ-
ences between Secure, Preoccupied, and Dismissing
Violent and Nonviolent Husbands.” Journal of Family
Violence 15, no. 4 (2000).

Babcock, J. C., S. A. Miller, and C. Siard. “Towards a Typol-
ogy of Abusive Women: Differences between Partner-Only
and Generally Violent Women in the Use of Violence.”
Psychology of Women Quarterly 27 (2003): 153-161.

Bartholomew, K., and L. M. Horowitz. “Attachment Styles
Among Young Adults: A Test of a Four-Category
Model.” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 6
(1991): 226-244.

Bartholomew, K., and P. R. Shaver. “Methods of Assessing
Adult Attachment: Do They Converge?”’ In Attachment
Theory and Close Relationships, edited by J. A. Simpson
and W. S. Rholes. New York: Guilford Press, 1998,
pp- 25-45.

Bechara, Antoine, Hanna Damasio, and Antonio Damasio.
“Emotion, Decision Making and the Orbitofrontal Cor-
tex.” Cerebral Cortex 10 (2000): 295-307.

Bowlby, J. Attachment and Loss: Vol. 1. Attachment, 2nd
ed. London: Hogarth Press, 1969.

. Attachment and Loss: Vol. 2. Separation. New

York: Basic, 1973.

. Attachment and Loss: Vol 3. Loss, Sadness, and

Depression. New York: Basic Books, 1980.

. A Secure Base: Clinical Applications of Attachment
Theory. London: Routledge, 1988.

Brennan, K. A., C. L. Clark, and P. R. Shaver. “Self-
Report Measures of Adult Romantic Attachment: An
Integrative Overview.” In Attachment Theory and Close
Relationships, edited by J. A. Simpson and W. S. Rholes.
New York: Guilford, 1998.

Bretherton, Inge. “The Origins of Attachment Theory:
John Bowlby and Mary Ainsworth.” Developmental
Psychology 28, no. 5 (1992): 759-775.

Cassidy, J. “The Nature of the Child’s Ties.” In Handbook
of Attachment: Theory, Research, and Clinical Applica-
tions, edited by J. Cassidy and P. R. Shaver. New York:
Guilford Press, 1999, pp. 355-377.

Damasio, A. The Feeling of What Happens: Body and Emo-
tion in the Making of Consciousness. New York:
Harcourt Brace, 1999.

. Looking for Spinoza: Joy, Sorrow, and the Feeling
Brain. Orlando, FL: Harcourt, 2003.

Darwin, C. The Expression of Emotion in Man and Animals.
Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1872/1965.

Davidson, Richard. “Affect Style, Psychopathology and
Resilience: Brain Mechanisms and Plasticity.” American
Psychologist 55, no. 11 (2000): 1196-1214.

. “Darwin and the Neural Bases of Emotion and
Affective Style.” Annals of the New York Academy of
Sciences 1000 (2003): 316-336.

——— “What Does the Prefrontal Cortex ‘Do’ in Affect:
Perspectives on Frontal EEG Asymmetry Research.”
Biological Psychology 67 (2004): 219-233.

Davis, R. C., B. G. Taylor, and C. D. Maxwell. “Does
Batterer Treatment Reduce Violence? A Randomized
Experiment in Brooklyn.” Justice Quarterly 18 (1998):
171-201.

Dutton, D. G. “Profiling Wife Assaulters: Some Evidence
for a Trimodal Analysis.” Violence and Victims 3, no. 1
(1988): 5-30.

. “Patriarchy and Wife Assault: The Ecological Fal-

lacy.” Violence and Victims 9, no. 2 (1994): 125-140.

. The Batterer. New York: Harper Collins, 1995.

. The Abusive Personality: Violence and Control in
Intimate Relationships. New York: Guilford Press, 1998.

Dutton, Don, and Tonia Nicholls. “The Gender Paradigm
in Domestic Violence Research and Theory: Part 1—The
Conflict of Theory and Data.” Aggression and Violent
Behavior 10, no. 6 (2005): 680-714.

Dutton, Don, and Daniel Sonkin, eds. Intimate Violence:
Contemporary Treatment Innovations. New York:
Haworth Publishing, 2003.

Ekman, P., and W. V. Friesen. The Facial Action Coding
System. Palo Alto, CA: Consulting Psychologists Press,
1978.

Feder, L., and D. R. Forde. “A Test of Efficacy of Court
Mandated Counseling for Convicted Misdemeanor
Domestic Violence Offenders: Results from the Brouward
Experiment.” Paper presented at the Sixth International
Family Violence Research Conference, Durham, NH, 1999.

Fonagy, P. Attachment Theory and Psychoanalysis. New
York: Other Press, 2001.

Fonagy, P., M. Target, G. Gergely, and E. J. Jurist. Affect
Regulation, Mentalization and the Development of the
Self. New York: Other Press, 2002.

Fraley, R. Chris. “Attachment Stability from Infancy to
Adulthood: Meta-Analysis and Dynamic Modeling of
Developmental Mechanisms.” Personality and Social
Psychology Review 6, no. 2 (2002): 123-151.

Fraley, R. Chris, and Phillip Shaver. “Adult Romantic
Attachment: Theoretical Developments, Emerging Con-
troversies, and Unanswered Questions.” Review of
General Psychology 4, no. 2 (2000): 132-154.

Ganley, A. Participants Manual: Court-Mandated Therapy
for Men Who Batter: A Three Day Workshop for Profes-
sionals. Washington, DC: Center for Women Policy
Studies, 1981.

Hastings, J., and K. Hamberger. “Personality Characteris-
tics of Spouse Abusers: A Controlled Comparison.”
Violence and Victims 3 (1988): 31-48.

Hazan, C., and P. R. Shaver. “Romantic Love Conceptua-
lized as an Attachment Process.” Journal of Personality
and Social Psychology 52 (1987): 511-524.

Hazan, C., and D. Zeifman. “Pair Bonds as Attachments:
Evaluating the Evidence.” In Handbook of Attachment:
Theory, Research, and Clinical Applications, edited by
J. Cassidy and P. R. Shaver. New York: Guilford
Press, 1999, pp. 336-354.

Henderson, A. J. Z., K. Bartholomew, and D. G. Dutton.
“He Loves Me, He Loves Me Not: Attachment and
Separation Resolution of Abused Women.” Journal of
Family Violence 12, no. 2 (1997): 169-192.

49



ATTACHMENT THEORY AND DOMESTIC VIOLENCE

Hesse, Erik, and Mary Main. “Disorganized Infant, Child,
and Adult Attachment: Collapse in Behavioral and
Attentional Strategies.” Journal of the American Psycho-
analytic Association 48, no. 4 (2000): 1097-1127.

Hesse, E., M. Main, K. Yost-Abrams, and A. Rifkin. “Un-
resolved States Regarding Loss or Abuse Have ‘Second
Generation’ Effects: Disorganization, Role-Inversion,
and Frightening Ideation in the Off-spring of Trauma-
tized, Non-Maltreated Parents.” In Healing Trauma,
edited by M. Solomon and D. J. Siegel. New York:
Norton, 2003.

Holtzworth-Munroe, Amy, Gregory L. Smart, and Glenn
Hutchinson. “Violent Versus Nonviolent Husbands:
Differences in Attachment Patterns, Dependency, and
Jealousy.” Journal of Family Psychology 11, no. 3
(1997): 314-331.

Horvath, A. O., and L. S. Greenberg. “Development and
Validation of the Working Alliance Inventory.” Journal
of Counseling Psychology 36 (1989): 223-233.

Tacoboni, M., R. P. Woods, M. Brass, H. Bekkering, J. C.
Mazziotta, and G. Rizzolatti. “Cortical Mechanisms of
Human Imitation.” Science 286 (1999): 2526-2528.

Jones, Alison Snow, Ralph B. D’Agostino, and Edward W.
Gondolf. “Assessing the Effect of Batterer Program
Completion on Reassault Using Propensity Scores.”
Journal of Interpersonal Violence 19, no. 9 (2004):
1002-1020.

Kandel, Eric R. “Biology and the Future of Psychoanalysis:
A New Intellectual Framework for Psychiatry Revisi-
ted.” American Journal of Psychiatry 156 (1999): 505-524.

Leisring, Penny A., Lynn Dowd, and Alan Rosenbaum.
“Treatment of Partner Aggressive Women.” In Dutton
and Sonkin, eds., Intimate Violence, 2003.

Levesque D. “Violence Desistance Among Battering Men:
Existing Intervention and the Application of the Trans-
theoretical Model for Change.” Unpublished doctoral
dissertation. Department of Psychology, University of
Rhode Island, 1998.

Luborsky, L. “Therapeutic Alliances as Predictors of Psy-
chotherapy Outcomes: Factors Explaining the Predictive
Success.” In The Working Alliance: Theory, Research,
and Practice, edited by A. O. Horvath and L. S. Green-
berg. New York: John Wiley and Sons, 1994, pp. 38-50.

Main, M., and R. Goldwyn. Adult Attachment Classifica-
tion System. Unpublished manuscript, University of
California, Berkeley, 1993.

Main, Mary, and Erik Hesse. “Parents’ Unresolved Trau-
matic Experiences Are Related to Infant Disorganized
Attachment Status: Is Frightened and/or Frightening
Parental Behavior the Linking Mechanism?” In Attach-
ment in the Preschool Years: Theory, Research, and In-
tervention, edited by Mark T. Greenberg and Dante
Cicchetti. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1990,
pp. 161-182.

Main, Mary, and Judith Solomon. “Discovery of an Insecure-
Disorganized/Disoriented Attachment Pattern.” In Affec-
tive Development in Infancy, edited by T. Berry Brazelton
and Michael W. Yogman. Westport, CT: Ablex Publish-
ing, 1986, pp. 95-124.

Mikulincer, M., P. R. Shaver, and D. Pereg. “Attachment
Theory and Affect Regulation: The Dynamics, Develop-
ment, and Cognitive Consequences of Attachment-
Related Strategies.” Motivation and Emotion 27, no.
2 (2003): 77-102.

50

Morgan, Hillary, and Phillip Shaver. “Attachment Proces-
ses and Commitment to Romantic Relationships.” In
Handbook of Interpersonal Commitment and Relationship
Stability, edited by J. Adams and W. Jones. New York:
Kluwer Academic/Plenum Publishers, 1999.

Panksepp, J. Affective Neuroscience: The Foundations of
Human and Animal Emotions. New York: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1998.

Pense, Ellen, and Michael Paymar. Education Groups for
Men Who Batter: The Duluth Model. New Y ork: Springer
Publications, 1993.

Roisman, Glen, Elena Padron, L. Alan Sroufe, and Byron
Egeland. “Earned-Secure Attachment Status in Retro-
spect and Prospect.” Child Development (July/August,
2002).

Rom, E., and M. Mikulincer. “Attachment Theory and
Group Processes: The Association between Attachment
Style and Group-Related Representations, Goals, Mem-
ories, and Functioning.” Journal of Personality and
Social Psychology 84 (2003): 1220-1235.

Rosenbaum, A., and P. A. Leisring. “Beyond Power and
Control: Towards an Understanding of Partner Abusive
Men.” Journal of Comparative Family Studies 34, no. 1
(2003): 7-22.

Ryff, Carol D., Burton H. Singer, and Gayle Dienberg
Love. “Positive Health: Connecting Well-Being with Bi-
ology.” Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society
of London, Bulletin 359 (2004): 1383-1394.

Saunders, D. “Are There Three Different Types of Men
Who Batter? An Empirical Study with Possible Implica-
tions for Treatment.” Paper presented at the Third
National Family Violence Research Conference, July
6-9, Durham, NH, 1987.

“Feminist-Cognitive-Behavioral and Process-
Psychodynamic Treatments for Men Who Batter: Interac-
tion of Abuser Traits and Treatment Models.” Violence and
Victims 11, no. 4 (1996): 393-414.

Schore, A. N. Affect Regulation and the Origin of the Self:
The Neurobiology of Emotional Development. Mahwah,
NJ: Erlbaum, 1994.

. Affect Dysregulation and Disorders of the Self. New

York: Norton, 2003a.

. Affect Regulation and the Repair of the Self. New
York: Norton, 2003b.

Shaver, Phillip R., Jay Belsky, and Kelly Brennan. “The
Adult Attachment Interview and Self-Reports of Ro-
mantic Attachment: Associations Across Domains and
Methods.” Personal Relationships 7 (2000): 25-43.

Shaver, Phillip, and Mario Mikulincer. ‘“Attachment-
Related Psychodynamics.” Attachment and Human De-
velopment 4 (2002): 133-161.

Shepard, M. “Interventions with Men Who Batter: An
Evaluation of a Domestic Abuse Program.” Paper pre-
sented at the Third National Conference on Domestic
Violence, University of New Hampshire, 1987.

. “Predicting Batterer Recidivism Five Years After
Community Intervention.” Journal of Family Violence 7,
no. 3 (1992): 167-178.

Siegel, D. J. “The Developing Mind: How Relationships
and the Brain Interact to Shape Who We Are.” New
York: Guilford Press, 1999.

. “Toward an Interpersonal Neurobiology of the

Developing Mind: Attachment Relationships, ‘Mind-

sight,” and Neural Integration.” Infant Mental Health




ATTACHMENT THEORY AND DOMESTIC VIOLENCE

Journal 22 (2001): 67-94 (special edition on contribu-
tions of the decade of the brain to infant psychiatry).
Sonkin, D. J. Domestic Violence: The Court-Mandated Per-
petrator Assessment and Treatment Handbook. Sausalito,

CA: Author, 2003.

Sonkin, D. J., and M. Durphy. Learning to Live Without
Violence: A Handbook for Men (rev. ed.). Volcano, CA:
Volcano Press, 1997.

Sroufe, L. A. Emotional Development: The Organization of
Emotional Life in the Early Years. New York: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1995.

Stern, Daniel. The Present Moment in Psychotherapy and
Everyday Life. New York: W. W. Norton, 2004.

Trevarthen, C. “The Function of Emotions in Early Infant
Communication and Development.” In New Perspec-
tives in Early Communicative Development, edited by
J. Nadel and L. Camaioni. London: Routledge, 1993,
pp. 48-81.

. “Lateral Asymmetries in Infancy: Implications for

the Development of the Hemispheres.” Neuroscience and

Biobehavioral Reviews 20 (1996): 571-586.

Tronick, E. “Emotions and Emotional Communication in
Infants.” American Psychologist 44 (1989): 112-119.
Tulving, E. “Varieties of Consciousness and Levels of
Awareness in Memory.” In Attention, Selection, Aware-
ness, and Control: A Tribute to Donald Broadbent, edited
by A. Baddeley and L. Weiskrantz. London: Oxford

University Press, 1993, pp. 283-299.

Urry, H. L., J. B. Nitschke, I. Dolski, D. C. Jackson, K. M.
Dalton, C. J. Mueller, M. A. Rosenkranz, C. D. Ryff,
B. H. Singer, and R. J. Davidson. “Making a Life Worth
Living: Neural Correlates of Well-Being.” Psychological
Science 15 (2004): 367-372.

van IJzendoorn, M. H., and A. Sagi. “Cross-Cultural Pat-
terns of Attachment: Universal and Contextual Dimen-
sions.” In Handbook of Attachment, edited by J. Cassidy
and P. R. Shaver. New York: Guilford, 1999, pp.
713-734.

Waters, Everett, Claire Hamilton, and Nancy Weinfield.
“The Stability of Attachment Security from Infancy to
Adolescence and Early Adulthood: General Introduc-
tion.” Child Development 71, no. 3 (2000): 678-683.

51






BATTERED HUSBANDS

The lens through which a society views itself plays
a critical role in how it identifies, measures, and
interprets a social problem, the mechanisms used to
disseminate the findings, and the types of programs
developed to address the problem. Acceptance of
the status quo is jarred when isolated facts that are
incongruent with a common view are identified as
social problems and gain public attention. The pub-
lic awareness of battered husbands went through
such a transformation. Although most social ser-
vices and law enforcement agencies were aware of
instances of battered husbands, they tended to de-
fine the cases that they knew of as unique. It was
only after the article on the battered husband syn-
drome (Steinmetz 1977-78) appeared and drew at-
tention to this phenomenon that it began to be
defined as a problem. However, considerable con-
troversy continues to surround this topic, and as a
result, services and programs for battered husbands
are still very limited.

Denying the Findings

Probably underlying much of the controversy is the
fact that the phenomenon of the battered wife has
been intricately linked to feminist theory regarding
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patriarchy. Unwilling to recognize the problem of
battered husbands and concerned that attention
would be drawn away from the problem of battered
wives, some radical feminists attempted to punish
those who brought attention to this problem. For
example, researchers who had written on battered
husbands were verbally harassed and had their
characters defamed. Attempts were made to pre-
vent scholars from getting tenure or to rescind their
funding. One scholar received verbal threats and
anonymous phone calls threatening to harm her
children, and when invited to speak at a domestic
violence conference sponsored by the American
Civil Liberties Union, bomb threats were recei-
ved. This is ironic, since the women making such
threats were vigorously denying that women could
be violent.

After the publication of studies on battered
males, numerous articles or letters to journal edi-
tors often appeared in which the goal was to dis-
credit the findings—a phenomenon that continues
into the start of the twenty-first century. The Con-
flict Tactic Scales (CTS) were considered to be
flawed and especially problematic when all physi-
cally violent acts were combined into a single score,
possibly camouflaging the more violent acts by
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men. However, not only are statistics on husband
abuse obtained via CTS similar to data collected
by other means, there is considerable similarity
between husbands and wives when comparing the
specific acts of violence. For example, a study of
516 emergency room admissions, using the Index of
Spouse Abuse, found that 28 percent of men com-
pared with 33 percent of women had experienced
physical violence.

In an attempt to discredit this information, an
assumption was made that husbands started the
fights and women who used violence did so in
self-defense. However, numerous studies found
that in about one-half of the couples, both used
violence, and in about one-fourth of the couples,
only the wife was violent. Studies that specifi-
cally asked who started the fight indicated that
wives often initiated violence at a rate equal to
or, in some studies, exceeding that of their hus-
bands. For example, in their 1985 study, Murray
Straus, Richard Gelles, and Suzanne Steinmetz
asked couples which partner initiated the vio-
lence. Although both males and females reported
that wives were more likely to initiate violence
than were husbands, reports from women indi-
cated a larger gap (43 percent of male-initiated
compared with 53 percent of female-initiated
violence).

Even when it was acknowledged that husbands
and wives might be victims of similar acts, it was
assumed that husbands would experience very little
injury because of their greater size, weight, and
strength, factors which would also enable them to
inflict greater injury. Studies asking about injury
(i.e., questions about pain level and injuries requir-
ing medical care) have reported that husbands are
injured at equal or greater levels than wives and
report similar levels of pain.

Even as the existence of battered husbands
became acknowledged, the violence that husbands
experienced was seen as inconsequential. For ex-
ample, one researcher described the abuse of hus-
bands by their wives as relatively modest, because
86 percent of the respondents (wives) in his study
never hit their husbands. Another researcher re-
ported that 29 percent of the wives battered their
husbands, 15 percent used violence against their
spouses when in a battering relationship, and 5
percent continued this violent behavior after they
had left that relationship and entered into a non-
battering one. This researcher concluded that bat-
tered men are not a problem. What makes this last
study interesting is that it was based on a sample of
battered women, not a large national sample
of men and women.
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Historical Background

Although battered husbands as an academic topic
is barely three decades old at the start of the twenty-
first century, accounts in court records, newspaper
articles, and preambles to laws suggest that domes-
tic violence in America dates back at least as far as
the arrival of the Pilgrims. For example, during the
colonial period, Massachusetts law required that
cohabitation be peaceful, and yet there were numer-
ous examples that this requirement was not always
met. As noted by Steinmetz (1977-1978), these re-
cords documented incidents in which both wives
and husbands were victims of abuse by their
spouses. Examples from the colonial period include
the excommunication of Mary Whorten by the
First Church of Boston because she defamed and
beat her husband and committed other abusive
acts. One man in Plymouth colony kicked his wife
off of a stool, causing her to fall into the fire.
Another woman, Joan Miller, not only cursed
and beat her husband, but was also charged with
encouraging their children to beat him.
Throughout history, laws were written to give
men the power to control their wives by use of vio-
lence. However, there were also examples in which
society considered the wife justified in using physi-
cal force against her husband. One such example
was a post-Renaissance custom called charivari.
This noisy demonstration was intended to shame
and humiliate males who engaged in behavior that
was considered to be a threat to the patriarchal
community’s social order. In France, the husband
who “allowed” his wife to beat him was made to
wear an outlandish outfit and ride a donkey around
the village. The Britons strapped the beaten hus-
band into a cart and paraded him through booing
crowds; they also punished the abusive wife by
public humiliation (Steinmetz and Lucca 1988).
There have also been numerous instances of
women abusing men in the comics. These comics
often depict the husband as deviating from the
masculine cultural ideal of strength, self-assertion,
and intelligence and assuming the character traits
which have been culturally ascribed to women.
Therefore, the wife was justified in chastising her
husband, even if this took the form of humiliation
and violence, because he had not fulfilled his cultur-
ally prescribed role. As early as the late 1890s and
early 1900s, comic strips such as the Katzenjammer
Kids and Bringing Up Father depicted the husband
who endured physical and verbal abuse from his
wife. The popularity of these domestic-relations
comics was most likely sustained because they
approximated, in a less serious manner, common



family situations. It is also likely that these comics
allowed men and women to carry out in the fantasy
world those actions which they were unable to
carry out in their own lives (Steinmetz 1977-1978;
Steinmetz and Lucca 1988).

An examination of twenty consecutive editions
of all comic strips appearing in the nine leading
newspapers in New York City during October
1950 found that wives initiated more violence (10
percent versus 7 percent) and rarely were the reci-
pients of violence (1 percent versus 14 percent).
Saenger (1963) found that 39 percent of wives
were victims of hostile attacks and violence com-
pared with 63 percent of husbands who were the
victims of these attacks. This was the same era in
which the families on television shows such as
Father Knows Best and Leave It to Beaver were
portrayed as the ideal.

Current Statistics

Before providing some statistics on battered hus-
bands, it is important to identify exactly what will
be covered in this article. It will be limited to acts
perpetrated by women that were intended to inflict
physical harm or did inflict physical harm on their
husbands or male partners. It will not address vio-
lence between lesbian and gay partners, lesbian
battering, date violence, date rape, sexual violence,
female-perpetrated rape, and domestic homicide.
For simplicity, both married couples and common-
law/cohabiting couples will be referred to as
husband and wife.

Across studies of spouse abuse, differences be-
tween husbands and wives as victims of the abuse
depend on who participated in the study and the
questions asked. For example, data collected from
individuals residing in a shelter for abused women
would reveal a higher percentage of severely abused
women compared with the general population.
Even among large-scale studies, there are differ-
ences that reflect different goals of the studies.
Information collected by the U.S. Department of
Justice’s National Crime Victimization Survey
(Rennison 2003) asked individuals about being a
victim of a series of violent crimes (rape, sexual
assault, robbery, aggravated assault, and simple
assault). This study found that 3.6 per 1,000
women, compared with 0.5 per 1,000 men, experi-
enced simple assault in which the spouse was the
perpetrator. For aggravated assault the differences
between male and female victims was considerably
smaller (0.7 per 1,000 women were victims com-
pared with 0.3 per 1,000 men). Even though wives
were victimized to a greater extent by spouses than
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were husbands, the phenomenon of battered hus-
bands is clearly indicated as a significant problem
even in a general crime survey that does not focus
on acts that occurred in a family setting.

How Much Violence

The earliest information on spousal abuse was ob-
tained from smaller studies that did not represent
the general population. At a time when wife abuse
was just starting to be recognized as a social prob-
lem, these studies provided evidence that husbands
were also victims. The studies found that husbands
were as likely to be abused as wives and that wives
frequently used violence more often (Steinmetz
1987). Although these are small samples, the results
are similar to larger studies discussed below.

Several large studies using samples that were sci-
entifically selected (Straus and Gelles 1990; Straus,
Gelles, and Steinmetz 1980) or used sophistica-
ted methodology to enhance the study (O’Leary,
Barling, Arias, Rosenbaum, Malone, and Tyree
1989) discovered that not only did the rates of hus-
band abuse often equal or exceed that of wife abuse,
but wives used violence more frequently.

The first large-scale national study conducted by
Straus and colleagues collected data from 2,143
persons (about half of whom were men) in 1975
(Straus et al. 1980). The researchers found that in
just under half of the families, both spouses had
committed a violent act (mutual violence). How-
ever, in 23 percent of the couples, the wife was the
only one who had been violent. Not only did a
greater percentage of women engage in violence,
they also used more severe violence (wife abuse
occurred in 3.8 out of 100 families versus 4.6 per
100 families for husband abuse).

A decade later, in 1985, Straus and colleagues
obtained data on over 6,000 individuals and found
that while husband abuse showed a slight increase,
there was a 21 percent decline in wife abuse. A third
national study, of 1,970 families, was conducted by
Straus and colleagues in 1992. A comparison of the
1985 and 1992 statistics for wife and husband abuse
found that husband abuse remained virtually the
same but wife abuse declined by 37 percent.

A longitudinal study of physical violence of 393
couples, conducted by O’Leary and colleagues
(1989), obtained self-reports of aggression at three
times: a month prior to the marriage and at eighteen
and thirty months after the marriage. Data from
both husbands and wives were obtained for each
time period. Thus, the researchers were able to com-
pare the husbands’ reports of victimization with
the wife’s report of perpetrating the violence and

55



BATTERED HUSBANDS

vice versa. A summary measure of overall violence
computed for one month prior to marriage in-
dicated that 31.2 percent of men and 44.4 percent
of women reported that they committed acts of vio-
lence against the future spouse. A similar trend was
noted at eighteen months after marriage (26.8 per-
cent of men versus 35.9 percent of women), and
thirty months after marriage (24.6 percent of men
versus 32.2 percent of women). At each time period,
wives used more violence than did husbands.

Individual acts revealed a similar pattern. A
greater percentage of women reported using less
serious acts of violence (“‘throwing something,”
“slapping,” and “‘pushing”) at each time they were
interviewed. However, they also reported using
more severe violence than their husbands at all
three time periods. For example, more women
“kicked, bit or hit with their fist” than men prior
to marriage (12.6 percent of women versus 3.4
percent of men), eighteen months after marriage
(10.8 percent versus 3.9 percent), and thirty months
after marriage (7.6 percent versus 2.7 percent). No
men and 1.1 percent of the women reported that
they “beat up” their spouse prior to marriage and
0.4 percent of the men and 1.1 percent of the
women ‘“‘beat up” their spouse at thirty months of
marriage. Considering all of the severe acts of vio-
lence measured at three time periods, women were
more violent in all but one act—0.8 percent of both
men and women reported that they ‘“‘beat up”
their spouses at eighteen months after marriage.
Furthermore, women were found to engage in vio-
lence against their partners even though the partner
had never been violent.

International Trends

Abuse of husbands is not limited to the United
States. In a cross-cultural study of domestic vio-
lence, battered husbands were identified in Israel,
Puerto Rico, Finland, Belize, and Canada (see
Steinmetz 1987, Table 6, for a complete listing of
the data). The data in this study were based on
small samples collected in the mid-1970s. Most
were collected from junior/senior high school or
college students reporting their mothers’ and
fathers’ behavior.

Several trends were noted. First, for most coun-
tries the percentages of husbands and wives using
violence were fairly similar. Only in Puerto Rico
was husbands’ violence nearly double that of wives’
violence. Couples in Finland averaged a fairly low
rate of spousal violence—just over 2 percent—
being committed by husbands and wives alike.
Israeli couples living in cities committed an average
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of 7.6 and 7.4 acts of violence for males and
females, respectively. (However, Israeli couples liv-
ing on the kibbutzes not only had considerably
higher rates of violence, but wives were consider-
ably more violent than were their husbands [9.9
percent for husbands versus 12.6 percent for
wives].) Similar results have been found in nu-
merous countries, such as Great Britain, Korea,
Mexico, India, Hong Kong, Brazil, and Singapore.

An Australian study of 804 men and 839 women
(Headey, Scott, and de Vaus 1999) asked about vio-
lence between spouses that occurred in the previous
year. They found that a higher percentage of men
were victims of all types of violence (5.7 percent of
males compared with 3.7 percent of females), al-
though the differences were not statistically signifi-
cant (i.e., they could have occurred by chance).
Interestingly, they also found that 54 percent of
respondents who experienced violence reported
having assaulted their spouse.

A trend appeared in which it was clear that men
and women had different perceptions regarding
violence. Just under 2 percent of both men and
women reported that the violence resulted in
“pain as bad as hitting one’s thumb with a hammer
or worse,” but a higher percentage of men repor-
ted needing first aid (1.8 percent of men versus
1.2 percent of women) or treatment by a doctor
or nurse (1.5 percent of men versus 1.1 percent of
women). Although women reported less injury, a
higher percentage of battered women called the
police or other government authority (1.7 percent
of women versus 1.3 percent of men). The authors
summarized their study by noting that men and
women were as likely to report being physically
assaulted by their spouses, and both were as likely
to admit being violent themselves.

Data from the 2005 report “Family Violence in
Canada,” which is a series produced annually
by Statistics Canada, estimated that 7 percent of
Canadians in a current or previous marriage or
common-law union experienced spousal violence
during the preceding five-year period. Women
were more likely to experience more serious types
of violence from their intimate partner (being
beaten, choked, threatened with a gun or knife, or
having a gun or knife used against them) than men
(23 percent of women versus 15 percent of men)
and were more likely to report being injured
(44 percent versus 18 percent). Female victims
were more likely to express fear for their lives
(34 percent versus 10 percent) and to change their
daily activities because of the violence (29 percent
versus 10 percent). However, 15 percent of the men
reported being beaten, threatened, or attacked with



a gun or knife by their wives, 18 percent reported
being injured, 10 percent feared for their lives, and
10 percent changed their daily activities. The re-
searchers also discovered that although the rates
of abused husbands were unchanged since the
previous report, wife abuse had declined.

Sommer, Barnes, and Murray (1992) collected
data on spousal violence in Canada in 1989-1990
and conducted follow-up interviews in 1991-1992.
The researchers discovered that women were more
physically abusive than their husbands and were
considerably more likely to have initiated various
acts of violence. For example, when asked who init-
iated violence by throwing an object at his or her
spouse, a greater number of women had engaged
in this behavior (16.2 percent versus 4.6 percent).
Likewise, a greater number of wives initiated vio-
lence by slapping, kicking, or punching (15.8 per-
cent versus 7.3 percent) or by striking their spouse
with a weapon (3.1 percent versus 0.9 percent).

The overall violence measures of this study indi-
cated that roughly 39 percent of husbands were
abused compared with about 26 percent of wives.
Wives’ use of violence against their husbands has
been viewed as acts of self-defense. Abused wives
appeared to require medical care more frequently
than did abused husbands (14.3 percent of hus-
bands versus 21.4 percent of wives). However,
these researchers found that while nearly 10 percent
of the women reported that their actions were
committed in self-defense, nearly 15 percent of the
men reported self-defense as the reason for using
violence against their wives.

Why Men Don’t Report

Given the considerable similarity between the use
of violence by wives and husbands, why has there
been so little attention paid to the problem of
husband abuse? One reason, discussed earlier, is
that awareness and prevention of wife abuse has
become part of a political agenda supported by
feminist activist groups, while awareness and pre-
vention of husband abuse has not yet been simi-
larly embraced as an important political or social
issue. A study or article on husband abuse often
produces an immediate reaction, such as an at-
tempt to discredit the study. Therefore, the media
attention that was instrumental in gaining the
funding for hotlines, shelters, and programs to
help abused women has not been forthcoming to
provide assistance to men who have been battered.

Men are less likely to call the police and report
the abuse unless medical attention is nee-
ded. Since men are expected to be able to defend
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themselves—especially against women—they are
embarrassed to report and fear that they will not
be believed. Noting the lack of attention to battered
men in the legal field, Kelly (2003) reported that
feminist lawyers initially used the battered woman’s
syndrome to justify self-defense by women who
killed or attempted to kill violent males, but it is
now reflected in gender-based laws defining arrests,
prosecution, and punishment of batterers. Kelly
reported that one study found that when wives
called the police because they were being abused,
their husbands were frequently threatened with ar-
rest and actually arrested in about 15 percent of the
cases. However, no woman in this study was ever
threatened or actually arrested when the man called
the police. Furthermore, in over 41 percent of the
cases studied, the violent husband was ordered out
of the home, but no woman who was violent was
given such an order by the police. Most surprising,
the battered husband was quite likely to be arrested
when he called the police, since it was assumed
that the male was the perpetrator in the domestic
violence incident.

However, another reason why battered husbands
do not report violence is that they tend to redefine
the actual violence that has occurred. The husband
may rationalize that it was his fault—he did some-
thing to set off his wife. He may claim that his wife
is a very good person and that it was some outside
source such as stress at work, mental health pro-
blems, or alcohol abuse that caused her to take
such actions. The outcome of the violence as de-
fined by the husband may also be rationalized in
one of the following ways: “It was just a few
bruises,” “It really didn’t hurt,” “I would leave if
the violence got too bad.”

In the late 1970s, Steinmetz attended a confer-
ence shortly after the publication of her article
“The Battered Husband Syndrome,” which was
receiving a lot of media attention. A family scholar
commented that he did not believe there were really
battered husbands and then described the violence
he had endured from his own ex-wife, including
being hit with a board and stabbed with a knife.
Not only had he experienced extreme violence, but
this family scholar had not considered himself to be
a battered husband. When asked about this, he
replied that he knew that he could leave when
things got really bad—which he did.

Why Men Don’t Leave

Like the family scholar mentioned above, many
men “know” (or at least believe) that they can
leave their violent wives; to them, this means that
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they are not “battered,” which they define as being
trapped. A review of numerous studies as well as
anecdotal reports suggests that many men are
clearly under the delusion that they can leave,
when in reality they lack a job, a source of income,
transportation, alternative housing, and other
resources that are needed in the event of a breakup.

The reasons why battered husbands remain in
a violent relationship are similar in many respects
to the reasons given by battered wives. First are
economic concerns. Leaving may mean establish-
ing a separate household as well as providing child
support. Concern for the safety of his children,
toward whom the wife is also violent, is another
reason some men stay. They remain in the home in
order to protect the children because they are
concerned that if they left, the wife might get cus-
tody, putting the children in even greater danger.
Finally, in a manner similar to that expressed by
battered women, battered husbands may hold out
the hope that the violence will end.

The frequent definition or characterization of
victimization as a female experience can have a
serious impact on the battered male’s masculine
identity, making him feel that it is his fault and
that he has character flaws. These men also fear
further isolation, a fear the abusive wife may ex-
ploit in order to maintain control of her husband.
This isolation operates on two levels. First, it keeps
the matter private from the prying eyes of family,
friends, and neighbors. Second, which is probably
more destructive, it limits the victim’s contact with
others who could confirm that he is actually being
abused. This isolation can also be used as a form of
punishment. When the victimization that the male
is experiencing is revealed to a family member or
friend, further contact, even phone calls, are no
longer permitted. Thus, he becomes emotionally
trapped in a violent relationship.

Conclusion

Studies based on samples of women who responded
to an advertisement or are in battered women’s
shelters clearly document the existence of wife
abuse. However, even in these nonscientific sam-
ples of women, battered husbands have been iden-
tified. Studies based on large national samples or
general statistics collected by various government
entities not only support the existence of battered
husbands, but find that they are victimized in equal
or even greater numbers than wives.

Ignoring the existence of battered husbands
results in a lack of resources for men. Moreover,
this position also denies women who are violent
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legitimate access to resources that might reduce
the stress and conflict that results from the multiple
roles faced by women today. Most important, ig-
noring husband abuse constitutes a failure to rec-
ognize that many of these families have children
who witness this violence.

Research in the late 1970s and early 1980s noted
a difference in level of injury that women and men
experienced. It was estimated that 7 percent of
wives but only 0.6 percent of husbands experienced
severe physical abuse. Three reasons were sug-
gested for this difference. First, women were socia-
lized to have better impulse control and therefore
tend to stop their violent behaviors before causing
serious injury. Second is the myth that women
instigate the violence by using verbally abusive
behavior—they are “asking for it.” Third, men are
usually larger and stronger; therefore, even when
the same behaviors are reported, e.g., a slap, the
level of injury could differ considerably.

A quarter century later, these findings need to be
reexamined. First, numerous studies find that
women are considerably more likely to use violence
on their children and elderly relatives for whom
they are providing care. Second, considerable re-
search on violence between lesbian partners fur-
ther challenges the idea that women have better
impulse control and documents women’s ability
to use violence. Third, rather than women being
physically abused by their husbands as a result of
their verbally annoying behavior, recent data sug-
gest that wives are as likely as husbands to initiate
the conflict by using physical violence. Further-
more, although wife abuse has declined consider-
ably between 1975 and 1992, husband abuse has
remained constant or shown a small increase.

Fortunately, there is a small but growing trend in
which feminist scholars and service providers are
recognizing that males are experiencing consider-
able violence, and they are discussing options for
addressing this issue. Males are fathers, husbands,
brothers, and sons. It is as hurtful for them to
experience violence perpetrated by their wives as
it i1s for mothers, wives, sisters, and daughters to
experience violence perpetrated by their husbands.
Only when violence by all members of the family
can be openly addressed will society gain a better
understanding of the dynamics of domestic vio-
lence and be able to develop prevention, interven-
tion, and treatment programs that ensure a
healthy, violence-free environment for all families.

SuzanNE K. STEINMETZ

See also Batterer Typology; Children Witnessing
Parental Violence; Date Rape; Dating Violence;
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Since the 1970s significant progress has been made
in documenting the nature and extent of different
types of woman battering, as well as in the imple-
mentation of emergency shelters, 24-hour crisis
hotlines, transitional housing, legal aid, criminal
justice responses, and social services aimed at re-
ducing the prevalence of this widespread problem.
According to recent statistics, these interventions

have led to some decreases in the number of re-
ported incidents. However, much work remains to
be done if the goal is to eliminate woman battering
and intimate partner violence from large segments
of American society in future decades.

This article traces the historical background and
summarizes the key contemporary issues impacting
battered wives and other abused partners, such as
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legislative reforms, emergency shelters and other
social services, innovative policies and programs,
and criminal justice responses aimed at lessening
and eventually eliminating intimate partner abuse.

Historical Perspective

Battered wives, also known as abused women,
beaten women, victims of intimate partner vio-
lence, and victims of spousal or partner abuse,
have existed for centuries. Historically, in Roman
times as well as in the fourteenth through seven-
teenth centuries in European countries and North
America, a wife was viewed as her husband’s prop-
erty. Husbands were allowed to punish and disci-
pline their wives through corporal punishment and
other methods. By 1885 in the United States, one of
the first official protective responses for women
who were abused came about when the Chicago
Protective Agency for Women was established to
provide legal assistance for rape victims, and to ad-
vocate for and shelter women who were victims of
physical abuse at the hands of their husbands.
Between 1915 and 1920, twenty-five cities followed
Chicago’s pioneering lead in developing agencies
for the protection of abused women (Pleck 1987;
Roberts 1996).

The point of departure for the battered women’s
movement is the mid-1970s, when it became more
widely recognized as a social problem in England
and the United States. In 1971 the first emergency
shelter for battered wives was opened in West
London, England, by Erin Pizzey. It was called
Chiswick Women’s Aid. In 1972 two shelters were
opened in the United States: Women’s Advocates
in St. Paul, Minnesota, and Haven House in
Pasadena, California. By the mid-1970s, battered
wives and feminist advocates began to speak pub-
licly about the physical batterings women endured
in their abusive marriages, often from a painful
personal perspective, and grassroots and social ser-
vice organizations such as the Salvation Army
began to set up emergency shelters and safe home
networks for battered wives.

The services provided included peer counseling,
crisis intervention programs, group counseling and
social support, legal aid and advocacy of reforms in
courtroom procedures, and emergency shelters for
battered women and their children (Roberts 1981).
By the late 1970s, the first national survey of and
services guide to eighty-nine shelters for battered
women and their children, Sheltering Battered
Women, was completed (Roberts 1981).

In 1974, Judge Marjory D. Fields, a former
legal-aid attorney at the Brooklyn Legal Services
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Corporation, discovered that a large number of
her clients had called the police after being battered
by their husbands or ex-husbands. However, the
police frequently refused to respond to these emer-
gency calls, viewing each situation as a private
family conflict rather than an illegal act. Judge
Fields was so outraged by the lack of action from
police officers that she gave a New York Times
reporter her story, which appeared in newspapers
across the United States. Shortly after the media
attention, the New York City police department
(NYPD) created special police crisis intervention
teams—which included women police officers and
police social workers—to respond to domestic
violence complaints.

Four important events occurred in 1976. The
first book on the topic was published under the
title Battered Wives. In this early publication,
the author, Del Martin, one of the founders of the
National Organization of Women (NOW), argued
that violence against wives is deeply ingrained in
societal sexism, and almost all men view woman
as their property. At around the same time, MS.
magazine published an issue with the cover story
“Battered Wives: Help for the Secret Victim Next
Door,” with a large cover photo of a battered
woman with a black eye. In this same year,
Pennsylvania became the first state to establish a
statewide coalition against domestic violence and
to pass important legislation providing for orders
of protection for domestic violence victims. Also
in 1976, the first national conference on battered
women was held in Milwaukee, sponsored by the
Milwaukee Task Force on Battered Women.

Several years later, two significant events led
to widespread social, legal, and law enforcement
reforms. The first was the 1983 Minneapolis exper-
imental study indicating that arresting batterers
deters further family violence; the second was
the landmark U.S. Supreme Court decision in the
Thurman v. Torrington Police Department case,
which held the police liable for their negligence in
failing to protect Tracy Thurman from severe and
repeated injuries inflicted by her husband.

The most far-reaching legislation—the Violence
against Women Act (VAWA)—was passed in 1994
as part of the Violent Crime Control and Law En-
forcement Act. This significant legislation author-
ized $1.2 billion over a five-year period for state
and local criminal justice programs and social ser-
vices to assist battered women and sexual assault
victims. The funding was increased substantially
in October 2000, when the United States Con-
gress reauthorized VAWA 1I with $3.3 billion in
funding through 2005 for a continuum of services,



including concrete social services, crisis interven-
tion and counseling, legal assistance, and training
of police, prosecutors, judges, domestic violence
advocates, public defenders, and social workers
specifically oriented toward victims of domestic
violence, sexual assault, and stalking (Roberts
2002). VAWA III was reauthorized by the U.S.
Congress and signed into law by President George
W. Bush on January 5, 2006 (National Task Force
to End Sexual and Domestic Violence against
Women 2006).

Scope of the Problem

Every nine seconds somewhere in the United States,
a woman is assaulted or abused by an intimate
partner. The number-one cause of women’s injuries
is abuse at home (Roberts and Roberts 2005, p. 4).
Woman battering/intimate partner violence has a
lifetime prevalence estimate of 25 percent of Ameri-
can couples. As a result, it is viewed as a pervasive
and serious criminal justice and public health prob-
lem in American society today (Roberts 2002). The
scope of the problem is illustrated by recent national
estimates which indicate that approximately eight
million women are abused by intimate partners
in their homes each year (Roberts 2002). Intimate
partner violence causes more injuries to women
victims than accidents, muggings, and cancer deaths
combined. Pregnancy is a risk factor for battering;
as many as 37 percent of obstetrics patients are
physically abused during pregnancy. Sixty percent
of all female homicides are related to domestic
violence.

The human cost of domestic violence is almost
impossible to accurately estimate. Woman battering
costs society billions of dollars annually in terms of
medical bills and lost wages due to absenteeism and
disabilities. It is impossible to measure the long-
term physical and mental health costs to the chil-
dren who witness marital violence. Carlson and
Lehman (1998) reported that 60 to 75 percent of
youths growing up in violent homes suffered from
depressive and anxiety disorders and manifested
aggression and antisocial behavior, delinquency,
and violent acts.

Definition of Domestic Violence Terms

Woman battering, or intimate partner abuse, refers
to the intentional abuse of adult women at least
eighteen years of age who are involved in a rela-
tionship in which they are the victim of abuse
by their intimate partners. The most frequent
types of physical battering include slapping,
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grabbing, pushing, shoving, hair pulling, kicking,
choking, biting, head banging, throwing objects
at, whipping with a belt, and striking with a bat.
The most severe abuse usually involves weapons
such as knives, cars, bats, guns, and rifles. Recent
studies indicate that 90 percent of spouse/partner
abuse victims are women (Roberts 1996).

Date abuse refers to unwanted physical abuse
and/or a pattern of emotional abuse in dating rela-
tionships. Abusive acts include pushing, shoving,
slapping, throwing objects at, punching, hair pull-
ing, kicking, biting, scratching, choking, head
banging, whipping with a belt, striking with a
knife, cutting with a nail file or scissor, and hitting
with a heavy object (e.g., a lamp, a baseball bat, a
golf club).

A restraining order or order of protection is a
court order signed by a judge which usually for-
bids the alleged batterer from making contact
with the victim; in some cases, the court order
specifies the distance that the abuser must maintain
from the victim who requested the order. Depend-
ing on the state law, the restraining order may man-
date that the abusive spouse/partner immediately
vacate the residence, refrain from terroristic threats
or further abusive acts, pay support for the victim
and minor children, and/or be court-mandated to
participate in a group counseling program aimed at
ending the violence (both the abusive partner and
the victim may be court-mandated to attend and
complete treatment).

The Emergence and Growth of Shelters for
Battered Women and Their Children

Since the emergence of the battered women’s move-
ment in the 1970s and the opening of the first
emergency shelters for battered women, the move-
ment has come a long way, with several billion
dollars in federal funding through the VAWAs 1,
II, and III; mandatory and warrantless arrest laws
in many states of the union; and a network of
over 2,000 emergency shelters and victim assis-
tance, crisis intervention, legal aid, and social ser-
vice programs for battered women. During the past
three decades, as a result of increased awareness
of the chronic and severe nature of battering rela-
tionships, short-term shelters have grown in both
numbers and the scope of services provided. In the
mid-1970s, there were only a half dozen shelters for
battered women; by January 2001 there were over
2,000 such shelters throughout the United States.
In the late 1970s, the most frequent types of ser-
vices available in shelters were twenty-four hour
crisis hotlines and emergency housing.
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Once a woman was ready to leave the shelter, she
was usually given referrals to welfare and/or legal
advocacy depending on her individual needs, but
little else (Roberts 1998, p. 60). By the 1990s, ser-
vices had been expanded to include additional com-
ponents, particularly support groups and legal
advocacy for the women, and education, crisis
counseling, and trauma treatment for the children.
In addition, executive directors of family crisis pro-
grams and shelters began hiring clinical social
workers and licensed master’s-level counselors to
provide mental health treatment to battered women.
Outreach has been expanded to include specialized
training for police officers and prevention efforts at
local middle schools, high schools, and colleges on
date abuse and acquaintance rape. Major changes
in the staffing of shelters have taken place from the
original grassroots movement of former battered
women and paraprofessionals to the utilization of
trained clinicians and managers, many of whom
have bachelor’s and/or master’s degrees (Roche
and Sadoski 1996). By 2005, approximately 500
comprehensive family crisis programs had secured
funding for transitional second-stage communal
housing, usually lasting from six months to one
year, as well as vocational training and job place-
ment service.

Advocacy groups and statewide domestic vio-
lence coalitions also came a long way in the last
decades of the twentieth century. Women’s advo-
cacy groups and statewide domestic violence coali-
tions emerged in the late 1970s and early 1980s.
These highly organized and dedicated advocacy
groups/coalitions helped community members,
community leaders, and legislators to recognize
that domestic violence was a serious public health
and social problem. As of 2001, the National Coa-
lition against Domestic Violence and the National
Network to End Domestic Violence and its fifty
state coalition members had received an annual
federal funding appropriation of $90 million
(Roberts 2002).

Shelters for battered wives and their children can
provide an exit point for ending a battering rela-
tionship and a promising entry point to a new
beginning for abused women who are determined
to break the cycle of violence and change their
lives. Moreover, they provide a safe place to stay
as well as crisis intervention, advocacy, and a sup-
portive environment (Roberts 2002). Battered
women who are successful in ending the abusive
relationship usually gain necessary ego strength
and self-confidence from domestic violence advo-
cates and clinicians. Crisis intervention is frequently
used to help battered women (see Roberts 2006, for
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further information on the popular seven-stage
crisis intervention model).

Although important progress was made during
the decades of the 1980s and 1990s, much remains
to be done in the twenty-first century. The most
underserved groups seem to be children of batt-
ered women, abused women living in rural areas,
elderly battered women, lesbian battered women,
Asian American battered women, Latino battered
women, Orthodox Jewish battered women, and
poor battered women in dire need of transitional
second-stage housing (Roberts 1998).

Police

Most police calls for domestic violence come from
women who have been abused by their partners
several times before. In most cases, several months
or years of abuse pass as the women suffer in
silence. Then, as a result of a crisis precipitant
(e.g., a life-threatening injury to themselves, an
injury to their child, or a specific terroristic threat),
they seek help from relatives, neighbors, or friends.
At that point, some are helped to leave the batterer
permanently. However, in the beginning (following
the earliest incidents of abuse), the majority of
battered women believe the batterer’s apologies
and false promises and remain dependent on the
batterer by staying in the relationship, particularly
when they have children. However, an acute crisis
event usually takes place during the first few
months or years of the relationship, resulting in
the police being called.

Police responding to incidents of domestic vio-
lence are faced with several important decisions
with possible hazardous consequences. If an assault
occurs in a particular state or jurisdiction, and the
police officer called to the scene does not make an
arrest, is the officer violating an individual’s right
to equal protection under the law? If the officer
makes an arrest, will it have a deterrent or escala-
tion effect? With certain types of batterers, will
arresting and detaining the batterer in jail lead to
an escalation of the number of life-threatening
battering incidents?

Throughout the United States, England, and
Canada, there has been a major shift in police
attitudes and responses to domestic violence calls.
Often the batterer is arrested when the abused
woman shows visible signs of injuries, the police
or neighbors of the victim overhear terroristic
threats, or there is probable cause to believe a
crime has been committed. Several research studies
have indicated that arrest and prosecution alone
are not effective in reducing woman battering by



abusive partners. Mandatory arrest seems to reduce
future battering by minor offenders, but it has
the opposite effect on more serious offenders—
resulting in an escalation of violence, particularly
when the couple is unmarried and the batterer is
unemployed (Roberts 2002). More specifically, the
Milwaukee police experimental study of 1,200
domestic violence cases indicated that among in-
dividuals with a high stake in conformity (married
and employed), arrest reduces the annual rate of
subsequent violence by 25.2 percent. Among those
with a low stake in conformity (unmarried and
unemployed), arrest is associated with a 53.5 per-
cent increase in the annual rate of subsequent vio-
lence (Sherman 1992). Arrest alone does not deter
domestic violence in the long term. Arrest and
protective orders are an important part of a com-
prehensive approach to lessening and eventually
eliminating domestic violence. However, a full
continuum of services are necessary, including
court-mandated batterers’ counseling, transitional
housing, vocational training and placement, mental
health treatment, crisis intervention, prosecution,
and support groups.

ALBERT R. ROBERTS

See also Battered Woman Syndrome; Battered
Woman Syndrome as a Legal Defense in Cases of
Spousal Homicide; Battered Women, Clemency for;
Battered Women: Held in Captivity; Marital Rape;
Rule of Thumb; Social, Economic, and Psychologi-
cal Costs of Violence; Violence against Women Act
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BATTERED WOMAN SYNDROME

Introduction

Battered woman syndrome (BWS) is a term that was
first used in the mid-1970s to describe the psycho-
logical effects that happened to women who were
physically and sexually abused and psychologically

maltreated by an intimate partner (Walker 1979).
The definition of BWS, like those of most terms
used in the field of domestic violence, often depends
on what discipline or theory a person subscribes to.
For example, a psychologist or other mental health
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professional might use the definition of a syndrome
that appears in the current classification system,

which is the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of

Mental Disorders, fourth edition, text revision
(DSM-IV-TR) (American Psychiatric Association
[APA], 2000). A law enforcement officer or an
attorney might use the legal definition of domestic
violence that appears in the criminal statutes,
which differ from country to country or even state
to state. A shelter worker or domestic violence
advocate might use the definition that appears in
the domestic violence injunction statutes. A divorce
lawyer might use the definition that appears in
the family law statutes or in case law in that partic-
ular jurisdiction. A medical doctor might use the
definition in her or his hospital protocols.

The beliefs of helpers and their philosophy about
sex roles may also impact on the definition of what
actions are serious enough to cause a psychological
reaction. For example, a law enforcement officer
might not pay attention to someone said to call a
woman bad names, as this is not against the law,
while a psychologist, who understands the harm
that such behavior can cause, might give it more
credence. Some battered women’s advocates do not
want to label the psychological effects that are
noted in these women with a formal diagnosis,
usually for reasons that have some truth; labeling
often causes stereotyped negative images (Dobash
and Dobash 1998). This is especially true in the
mental health field, where many people fear being
labeled as ““crazy.” Labeling can also cause misdi-
agnosis, so that the battered woman who demon-
strates a psychological reaction after being abused
cannot get appropriate assistance from profes-
sionals (Dutton et al. 2005). For example, a reli-
gious leader or emergency room nurse might not
recognize a psychological reaction as coming from
domestic violence, but for different reasons. The
emergency room nurse who works with bleeding
trauma victims who have broken bones and serious
head injuries might have a different threshold for
what constitutes serious harm, while the religious
leader might blame the victim for not being a better
wife. The psychologist or psychiatrist who is not
trained in understanding the battered woman
(or the child exposed to domestic violence) might
misdiagnose a psychological reaction to domestic
violence based only on the observable signs
and symptoms and not the context in which the
reaction occurred.

The inconsistency of definitions in the field of
domestic violence has made it difficult to under-
stand and treat women’s psychological effects that
come from being battered in their own homes. In

64

addition, battered women come from all walks of
life, and some of them have other mental disorders
in addition to the psychological effects from being
battered. In some cases, these mental disorders
worsen when living with intimate violence. For
example, Dutton et al. (2005) suggest that BWS is
not broad enough to diagnose and treat all the
symptoms that battered women might demon-
strate. This causes even further confusion in both
the mental health and domestic violence fields. To
complicate matters even more, many feminist
researchers now call domestic violence “intimate
partner violence.” Having one definition that ev-
eryone who works in the field recognizes and
accepts would go a long way to getting battered
women and other victims of intimate partner vio-
lence (i.e., men are victims too, albeit in less than
10 percent of known cases) better access to the
interventions that they need.

What Is a Psychological Syndrome?

The DSM-IV-TR (APA 2000) defines a syndrome
as a collection of signs and symptoms that com-
monly appear in people who have a particular
disorder. A sign is defined as something that is
observable by the diagnostician whether or not
reported by the individual. A symptom is defined
as something that is reported by the person, whether
or not it is observable by the diagnostician. In this
case, BWS is a collection of signs and symptoms,
some of which are observable by others and some
of which are experienced and reported by the bat-
tered woman herself. Most of these signs and symp-
toms are similar to others in the category that lists
the psychological effects from experiencing a trau-
ma, especially a trauma that is believed to be able
to cause someone to die or be seriously harmed.
The DSM category used in this classification sys-
tem is called acute stress disorder (ASD) if the
psychological effects last less than one month,
and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) if they
last more than one month. Some clinicians suggest
that PTSD is not an appropriate diagnostic category
to use for BWS, especially when women are still in
the relationship and the violence has not stopped
(Dutton et al. 2005). However, it is important to
understand that past PTSD symptoms continue to
have an impact on present and future abuse in that
victims reexperience the trauma as if it were reoc-
curring, even when it is not. Therefore, cogni-
tively and emotionally, anyone with PTSD can be
expected to react in a similar manner whether or
not the actual violence is in the past or is current or
anticipated.



BWS, like battered child syndrome, rape trauma
syndrome, and Vietnam War syndrome, has some
differences from typical, onetime environmental
trauma, such as may be experienced in an earth-
quake, a tidal wave, or even a terrorist attack
(Walker 1994). Perhaps the major difference in
the dynamics or context of the relationship comes
from the repeated nature of violence in the family
or during state-sponsored conflicts. Family vio-
lence has even further differences from the violence
of state-sponsored conflicts such as civil wars be-
cause the “enemy” is also someone who is or was a
loved one. In domestic violence, research has dis-
covered a cycle of violence that is further described
below.

Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental
Disorders

The criteria for a DSM diagnosis of PTSD in-
clude three thresholds that must be met and three
categories of signs and symptoms. The first group of
criteria comprise those symptoms that demonstrate
high levels of arousal of the autonomic nervous
system, which are often measured by parameters
of anxiety, fearfulness, nervousness, jumpiness and
hypervigilance to further trauma, frequent crying,
sleep and eating disorders, and difficulty with con-
centration and attention. The second group of cri-
teria are those symptoms that demonstrate a
distancing from the trauma and emotional numb-
ing, such as avoidance of people, places, and things
that remind the person of the abuse whenever
possible (including keeping the batterer calm); de-
pression; denial; minimization; dissociation; and
other ways of psychologically “running away,” as
would be expected in a dangerous situation. Some-
times victims become counterphobic and face the
danger head on, rather than succumb to the paral-
ysis or depression seen in others. The third set of
criteria includes those that keep victims reexpe-
riencing the abuse in their minds, such as with
flashbacks, intrusive memories, and dreams. This
includes those who intentionally use alcohol and
other substances to try to keep from experiencing
the pain, as if the events were reoccurring.

Those who have experienced PTSD from domes-
tic violence and have developed BWS also have
difficulties in three other areas. These are in inter-
personal relationships, due to isolation and pro-
blems with power and control issues, body image,
and sexuality. It is believed that the isolation of the
battered woman in the relationship and the numb-
ing of emotions create difficulties in her interperso-
nal relationships even after the abuse has stopped.
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Loss of trust in and bitter feelings of betrayal by
the person who once loved her enter into the diffi-
culties she has in building new intimate relation-
ships. Batterers abuse the power and control that
couples normally share in intimate relationships,
causing the woman to have difficulties knowing
where the boundaries are between her own choices
and those actions the man coerces her into doing.
The battered woman shelter and other psychoedu-
cational groups prove to be very useful in helping
women reestablish trusting friendships and family
connections.

Definitions of Battered Woman Syndrome

The psychological definition of BWS calls it a
syndrome that includes the three criteria of the
DSM diagnosis of PTSD (reexperiencing the event,
avoidance and numbing of responsiveness, and hy-
perarousal) and the three additional effects that
have been measured through the empirical study
of hundreds of battered women (Walker 1984/
2000). As described above, these additional effects
disrupt interpersonal relationships caused by the
batterer’s imposed isolation and abuse of power
and control toward the woman, difficulties with
body image and somatic concerns, and sexual and
intimacy problems. New studies demonstrate that
these symptoms constitute BWS in women in many
different countries.

Cycle of Violence

Legal cases define BWS as PTSD and the addition
of what has been described as the dynamics of bat-
tering relationships. The dynamics of the relation-
ship usually include evidence of a cycle of violence
and some description of the relationship between
the parties. A three-phase cycle of violence that
follows after the courtship, or “honeymoon per-
iod,” is identifiable in many but not all domestic
violence relationships.

Courtship Period

It is well known that the courtship period in
domestic violence relationships is characterized by
extremely flattering and loving behavior by the
batterer. Often, women say that the initial impres-
sion made by the batterer was not one that they
liked, due to his sense of self-importance, entitle-
ment, or even aggressive behavior toward others.
However, he seeks them out, and his attention and
loving behavior becomes attractive to them. Their
descriptions include a lot of what is now being called
“aggressive courtship” tactics, including frequent
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telephone calls, refusal to accept no for an answer,
and increased inducements toward enjoyment and
doing fun things. Frequently, the batterer has a
sense for what buttons to push in a woman, being
solicitously helpful in solving a difficult problem
she has or being an ever so sympathetic listener to
her stories. He may share intimate details about
himself, particularly about earlier abuse or injus-
tices he suffered, which may give the woman reason
to believe that she can help him feel better about
himself. These behaviors also begin to create a
dependency for the woman on the batterer, and
perhaps for some batterers, a dependency on the
woman.

The women describe waiting for the man’s tele-
phone calls, which may start out on a daily basis
and escalate to five to ten a day. Initially this is part
of the excitement of a new relationship, but even-
tually its purpose is to create intimacy and check on
where she is and what she is doing. As he spends
more time with the woman, she becomes more
isolated from others. Eventually, he begins to regu-
late her contacts with her friends and family. In
many relationships, battered women have more
contact with the man’s friends or family than
their own. Sometimes this is easier, as her family
and friends may not like the man or how he treats
her. Other times, the man may shower gifts on the
woman’s family in an attempt to cause them to
ignore his negative behavior. Once the man is sure
he has “seduced” the woman, and the intimacy is
set in place, the cycle of violence begins.

Phase One: Tension-Building Period

The first phase is a period of tension that builds.
There are lots of small abuse incidents that often
produce psychological harm. Each time an incident
occurs, the woman may do something to stop it
from going any further, and the tension starts to
resolve, but the feeling of danger does not go away
completely. There is an uneasy feeling in anticipa-
tion of the next incident, which pushes the tension
level up further, until finally there is a period of
inevitability, and the explosion occurs. In some
relationships, the period of tension becomes asso-
ciated with feelings of danger, so that any behavior
that is reminiscent of earlier incidents can set off
the anticipatory feelings in the woman. Sometimes
the incidents are connected together—for example,
if she violates rules he has established—while other
times they occur with long intervals of time be-
tween them, so there may not be any perception
of their connection. The most successful time to
separate the couple and avoid the explosion is
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early during the tension-building period; once it
approaches or reaches the period of inevitability,
the explosion is difficult to stop.

Phase Two: Acute Battering Incident

The second phase—when the explosion occurs—
is the shortest period and has the highest risk of
physical or sexual harm. Some argue that the bat-
terer is out of control during this period, while
others believe that the batterer’s behavior is inten-
tional. During this phase, the man uses physical
abuse and threats of further harm or even death
directed toward the woman or her family to force
her to “listen to him.” Batterers often justify their
abuse by insisting that they are teaching the woman
important lessons that she needs to get along in life.

In some relationships, the second phase starts
slowly, with pushing, shoving, shaking, hair pull-
ing, and perhaps a slap or two, escalating to more
serious assaults. In other cases, choking, threats of
further harm, and being held captive at gunpoint
may begin quickly, making it clear that this person
has probably engaged in dangerously violent
behavior previously.

The second phase may come rapidly after the
first phase or it may punctuate long periods of
tension-building types of incidents after some situ-
ational crisis. The introduction of a new baby, a
crisis at work, having to move, or even children
reaching a new developmental stage, such as enter-
ing their teens, can trigger a change in the cycle in
these relationships.

Phase Three: Loving Contrition

The risk of danger is usually temporarily over
during the third phase, which is the reinforcing
period where loving behavior and contrition are
demonstrated. For many women the reduction in
tension and feelings of danger serves as reinforcing
in itself. Some batterers apologize in nonverbal
ways, such as with gifts, being less argumentative,
exercising more self-control, or doing something
they know will please the woman. Others may never
say or do anything to convey their apologies. This
third phase becomes reinforcing for the woman just
because there is an absence or lowering of the tension
and danger in the relationship, often bringing with it
the positive memories of the courtship period.

Some women describe incidents that at first ap-
pear loving but turn out to be very aggressive and
controlling despite their initial appearance. For
example, one woman told of how her husband
surprised her with a new Cadillac when she got
out of the hospital. However, she later found out



that he had not paid for it but rather left it for her
to scrape together the money to make the monthly
payments. In another example, a woman had been
asking her partner to help her do some landscaping
around the house. Instead of making it a joint
project, her partner went out and bought a roomful
of plants that she then had to spend several days
planting or they would have withered and died.
Some behavior starts out to be nice, but the batt-
erer gets so grandiose that it inevitably becomes
annoying and even dangerous for the woman. A
typical example might be taking the woman on a
surprise trip where the partner does not know
where he is going, refusing to get directions, and
ending up driving around lost for hours. Most
battered women are so grateful to have some time
without feeling as if they are “walking on egg-
shells” that they accept the good intentions of
their partner and do not dwell on the negative
aspects of these types of incidents.

As the relationship progresses, the third phase
changes and becomes less reinforcing. Here women
describe more perfunctory apologies or none at all.
The tension may go down, but never to zero. Once
the woman becomes aware that the man could have
killed her or caused her to die during the acute
battering incidents, she may never be sufficiently
relaxed around him again, and the reinforcers of
the relationship change significantly for her. This is
the point at which she may begin to prepare to
terminate the relationship.

Types of Abuse

Physical Abuse

Physical abuse described by battered women
ranges from pushing and shoving, slapping, hitting,
throwing her against walls, throwing objects in
the room at her or on the floor, all the way to life-
threatening incidents including stabbing and shoot-
ing her. Most studies use a checklist of possible
violent acts and some estimate how frequently each
occurs in the relationship. Some studies suggest that
the violent behavior tends to increase over time
(Walker 2000/1984) while others find that it may
stay quite stable or even decrease on its own initia-
tive (O’Leary 1993). Sonkin (2006) has developed a
useful assessment tool for measurement.

It is often difficult to get an accurate picture of
all the physically abusive incidents that have oc-
curred in a domestic violence relationship because
of the difference in how men and women report
violent incidents. The perpetrator often will re-
port only incidents in which he intentionally used
physical violence. So, if he shoved his partner out
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of his way in an aggressive manner and she fell
down and hurt herself, it may not count as a bat-
tering incident to the man. However, if a woman
unintentionally kicks the man while she is sleeping,
she usually will report that incident as domestic
violence. This disparity in gender report causes
some studies to overestimate the amount of aggres-
sive behavior used by women and underestimate
the amount used by men in domestic violence
relationships.

In addition to differences in reporting because of
intentionality, women minimize their reports of
physical abuse toward themselves if they are not
injured. Many incidents of what is sometimes
called “low level” domestic violence go uncounted.
Some have estimated that by the time an arrest is
made, as many as thirty-five physically abusive
incidents may have occurred. Some studies have
simply counted aggressive acts without putting
them into context, resulting in reports that
women use as much violence toward men as men
use toward women. However, when examining this
issue more carefully, it is clear that one slap from a
woman does not cause the same injury to a man as
does one slap from him to her. Women are more
likely to be the recipients of more injuries even
when there is mutual violence in the relationship.
It is the woman who is more often seen in the
emergency room or doctors’ offices after a domes-
tic violence incident, when they seek medical help.
When the man does seek medical attention, it is
more likely for very serious injury such as gunshot
or knife wounds, often received as a result of their
initiating the aggressive behavior, followed by the
woman attempting to defend herself.

Interestingly, teenage girls appear to be using
more aggressive behavior against other people
than had previously been reported. The media has
been portraying these girls as bad, mean, and vio-
lent without looking at the context during which
these incidents have occurred. An examination of
several hundred girls who had been arrested and
placed in a detention center over a five-year period
found that almost 85 percent had experienced or
been exposed to domestic violence in their homes,
causing them to develop PTSD as measured by
several standardized tests. The higher their PTSD
scores, the angrier they were, and the more they
expressed their anger outwardly, resulting in ag-
gressive behavior (Walker, Robinson, Dorsainville,
Ipke, and Coker 2005). However, over half of them
denied having been abused during the interviews.
Studies like this support the early studies that vio-
lence begets more violence, at least when it occurs
in families. While this trend of more aggressive
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behavior in adolescent girls has been noted inter-
nationally, statistics suggest that only a small per-
centage of them continue using aggressive behavior
once they get out of their teenage years. It is
thought that the biological changes and brain de-
velopment that occur in the late teens and early
twenties has some mediating effect on the girls’
aggressive behavior. Research is needed to deter-
mine whether these girls, like their predecessors,
also have a higher risk of becoming battered
women in their intimate relationships.

Sexual Abuse

Sexual abuse, which occurs in almost one-half of
the domestic violence relationships studied, may
come at any point in the cycle. Sometimes the
woman initiates sex as a means to calm down the
batterer during the tension-building period and is
able to postpone the second phase for as long as
possible. In some countries sexual abuse in a mari-
tal relationship, or marital rape, is neither legally
prosecutable nor religiously defined because the act
of marriage is considered an open consent for the
couple to have sexual relations whenever it is de-
sired, usually by the man. Nonetheless, there are
new laws that forbid marital rape and give the
woman the right to say no if she does not want to
have sex at a particular time. These are usually used
when the couple is separated and the man forcibly
rapes the woman.

The man’s sexually aggressive behavior is com-
monly reported by the battered woman, usually
beginning during the courtship period and often
sporadically occurring during the relationship, fre-
quently after an argument or battering incident.
This behavior can range from embarrassing the
woman in front of others with crude jokes or dis-
closures about their sex life to grabbing her breasts
or buttocks in public and criticizing her dress at an
important function. As the man’s jealousy over the
woman’s possible attraction to other men is such a
common theme in domestic violence relationships,
anything that causes him to become jealous can be
used to begin another acute battering incident.
After a while, the women report, they do not
want to attend events such as company parties or
family receptions for fear that the man will become
sexually jealous and an explosion will occur.

There are reports of some batterers demanding
that their partners participate in unusual sex acts
such as sex with objects, animals, and even third
parties. It is not uncommon for the man to record
these behaviors on video and then threaten to
expose the woman by showing the pictures to
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others. Some men force their wives into prostitu-
tion and then control the money they earn. Other
men have forced women to obtain other sex part-
ners for the man’s own use. Women describe them-
selves as giving in to coercion to engage in these
sexual practices in order to stop the men from
escalating their violence. The women’s feelings of
guilt and emotional distress afterward, especially if
the act was recorded, are similar to those of rape
victims.

Psychological Abuse

The most prevalent form of abuse that occurs in
battering relationships is psychological in nature. It
is often called the glue that holds together the
pattern of violence in the relationship. There are
many different ways to assess for psychological
abuse, perhaps because most people feel that they
have been taken advantage of, ignored, humiliated,
embarrassed, or in some other way psychologically
maltreated. Therefore, it is important to differenti-
ate psychological abuse in intimate partner rela-
tionships from the psychological dynamics and
effects of a dysfunctional but not abusive relation-
ship. One of the most often confused areas is where
one partner emotionally wounds the other by
betrayal with another person. In most cases, this
involves betrayal with another sexual partner.
While this type of betrayal is not necessarily part
of a battering relationship, the issue of jealousy is
one that co-occurs frequently with domestic vio-
lence, with the batterer inappropriately jealous of
the woman if she even looks at another man. The
man may control what clothes the woman will
wear, often wanting her to look sexy for him but
not for anyone else. Acute battering incidents com-
monly follow attendance at a party when the man
becomes angry with the woman for even talking to
another man. The woman may also be jealous of
the man’s behavior toward other women. Some-
times her jealousy is more justified than his is to-
ward her. The most likely way for the batterer to
let the woman go is when he has found another
partner.

Amnesty International’s Definition of Torture

In assessing behaviors that constitute psycholo-
gical abuse, it is possible to use the Amnesty
International definition of torture regarding pris-
oners of war. Under this definition, aspects of
psychological abuse include attempts to control
someone’s mind, isolation, creating a dependency
on the captor, hypnosis or brainwashing, debilita-
tion by withholding food or interrupting sleep,



humiliation and name-calling, forced drug admin-
istration, and threats of further harm to the captive
or others, all offset by occasional indulgences. The
pattern outlined in the Amnesty International list
of behaviors is similar to the pattern seen in the
cycle of abuse described above, with “occasional
indulgences” serving the same role as the third
phase, or period of loving contrition. Using a
checklist of these behaviors, jealousy and overpos-
sessiveness, financial control, and other power and
control methods are seen on a daily basis in most
domestic violence homes.

Impact on the Children

Perhaps one of the most difficult areas in which to
intervene is in stopping the toll that the exposure
to domestic violence takes on the children of a
couple. Findings in psychological studies attest to
the effects that interfere with children’s normal
development by causing cognitive, emotional, and
behavioral changes. Children as young as two years
have been seen repeating their father’s attempts
to control their mother’s behavior, and their in-
creasing levels of anxiety have been measured
while they were observing adults in angry verbal
fights. Most battered women try to protect their
children from exposure to their abusive fathers, but
when questioned, the children acknowledge hea-
ring the fights, even if they were in their bedrooms
trying to sleep. Psychological tests indicate that
these children may even develop PTSD themselves
from this exposure.

Most battered women state that one of the rea-
sons for staying in the relationship is to make sure
the children have a father in the home. Others who
have tried to terminate the relationship state that
they returned because they were less able to protect
their children from the mood swings of the typical
abuser. Divorce courts are not able to protect the
children and, in fact, may create or increase their
PTSD by forcing shared parenting requirements on
the abusive parent. Batterers must always be in
control, or they will use whatever tactics are neces-
sary to gain control, even if they are hurtful to the
child.

Intervention

It has been difficult for mental health professionals
to intervene in domestic violence relationships
without the fear of making it more dangerous for
those in the family or the community. A perusal of
the local news will demonstrate the higher risk for
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homicide and suicide, especially when a separation
has occurred.

Public Health Model

Given the high frequency of homes in the com-
munity where domestic violence occurs, some have
suggested applying a public health model of pre-
vention to try to stop the continued abuse. The
three parts to the prevention model include pri-
mary, secondary, and tertiary levels of activities.
In primary prevention, no one is singled out for
services, but the entire community is eligible. For
example, a movie or television program that talks
about the dangers of domestic violence would serve
a good educational function for the entire commu-
nity. If there are, for example, teenage girls who
may have been exposed to violence in their homes,
then targeting them with a special presentation
to teach them to avoid getting involved with an
abuser might be another prevention strategy.

Secondary prevention targets those people who
have already been exposed to an abuser. Psycho-
therapy or survivor therapy groups run by domes-
tic violence shelters or rape crisis centers constitute
secondary prevention strategies. The goal is to
lessen the impact that exposure to domestic abuse
has had on people, especially women, though men
can also benefit. Secondary prevention strategies
for the male abuser include anger management
programs and offender-specific treatment groups.
Usually secondary prevention strategies are offered
on an outpatient basis and people use them as
needed. However, it is typical for batterers to be
court-ordered into treatment, while battered
women who do not commit any offenses are not
required to attend, although many do on a volun-
tary basis. Sometimes psychotropic medication,
outpatient psychotherapy groups, or individual
psychotherapy also may be used by a battered
woman to help her to heal.

Tertiary-level treatment removes the individual
from the community temporarily. Battered women
are removed from the community when living in a
battered women’s shelter or in a hospital. Batterers
are removed from the community when they are
placed in jail or prison. In many communities that
have a pro-arrest policy, the batterer is arrested
upon probable cause, denied bond at the time of
arrest, and held until the next regularly scheduled
hearing in front of a judge. This may be just over-
night or it might last for several days, depending on
the severity of the physical abuse, any prior arrests
that the batterer might have, and the assessment of
the current risk of dangerousness. If there has been
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a conviction, the tertiary intervention might be a
prison sentence of one year or longer. Unfortun-
ately, it is rare for there to be offender-specific
treatment programs in jail or prison.
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BATTERED WOMAN SYNDROME AS A
LEGAL DEFENSE IN CASES OF
SPOUSAL HOMICIDE

“Battered woman syndrome” (BWS) is a descrip-
tive term that refers to a pattern of psychological
and behavioral symptoms found in women living in
abusive relationships. Battered women sometimes
use physical force to kill their batterers. These
women may be charged with a criminal offense.
When women are charged with murder or man-
slaughter for killing their batterer, they often do
not deny having committed the act, but rather
claim the act was committed in self-defense. In
some cases, battered women may claim that they
were insane at the time of the killing. Evidence of
BWS may be offered to substantiate the claims of
self-defense and insanity. Therefore, there is no
specific legal defense called ““the BWS defense”;
rather, evidence about battering and its effects is
offered to assist the jury in its determination of the
guilt or innocence of the defendant based on the
claims of self-defense or insanity.

70

BWS has been used as a defense in criminal cases
since the late 1970s. However, its introduction to
support claims of self-defense and insanity in cases
of spousal homicide raises many empirical, norma-
tive, and legal questions. Battered women’s advo-
cates express concerns about the use of the term
“syndrome” to describe the response of women
who kill their batterers. These advocates argue
that the use of the term “syndrome” serves to
stigmatize battered women defendants because it
appears to indicate that battered women have
some sort of medical condition or psychological
disorder. In addition, some behavioral science re-
search questions the underlying empirical research
used to support the claim that a specific, identifi-
able syndrome affects women who have been sub-
jected to continuous physical abuse by their
intimate partners. Finally, many psychologists,
legal scholars, and attorneys challenge the use of
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BWS as evidence at trial, especially when the de-
fense counsel uses expert witness testimony to
support battered women’s defense claims.

This article will examine the use of BWS in cases
of spousal homicide by considering: (1) the defini-
tion of BWS, (2) the claim that BWS is a form of
post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), (3) the legal
standard for claims of self-defense, including the
problems with using BWS to support such claims,
(4) the legal standard of insanity and the problems
with using BWS to support such claims, (5) the
use of expert witnesses to support claims of BWS,
and (6) the legal standards and issues surrounding
the admissibility of expert witness testimony con-
cerning BWS. In examining these issues, the word
“spouse”” will include married couples as well as
partners who live together and are not legally
married. It will also include recently separated
partners as well as divorced partners.

Definition of BWS

BWS is associated with the pioneering research of
feminist psychologist and researcher Dr. Lenore
Walker. She introduced the term in her 1979 book
The Battered Woman, based on her initial findings
from a nonrandom sample of 110 predominantly
white and middle-class battered women who had
contacted social service agencies. On the basis of
her research, Walker advanced a psychological the-
ory of the process of victimization of battered
women. She posited that not all battered women
develop BWS. Rather, the syndrome refers to
women who have been, on at least two occasions,
the victim of physical, sexual, or serious psycholog-
ical symptoms by a man with whom they have had
an intimate relationship. Walker identified BWS as
comprising two distinct components: (1) a cycle of
violence and (2) learned helplessness.

The cycle of violence refers to a three-stage, re-
petitive cycle that occurs in battering relationships.
The first stage is the tension-building stage, which
consists of a gradual buildup of minor abusive
incidents (largely verbal and psychological abuse)
in which women attempt to placate the batterer.
This stage is eventually followed by an acute bat-
tering stage, in which the severity of the abuse
increases and women are subjected to a violent
battering incident. Following the acute battering
stage is a calm, loving, contrite stage in which the
batterer apologizes for his behavior. The batterer’s
behavior in this third stage encourages the woman
to believe that he will reform and influences her to
remain in the relationship. Walker identified this

third phase as the one that most victimizes women
psychologically, because inevitably the cycle of vio-
lence recurs. Battered women become demoralized
as they realize that the batterer has once again
fooled them into believing that he will change.
Although Walker did not hypothesize a specific
time frame to define the cycles or the phases within
it, she argued that the cycle is eventually repeated,
and over time the violence escalates in both severity
and frequency.

The second component of Walker’s theory of
BWS is learned helplessness. Learned helplessness
explains the psychological paralysis that Walker
argued prevents some women from leaving their
batterers. Walker maintained that learned helpless-
ness occurs in a domestic violence situation when
battered women cannot rest assured of their own
safety because, regardless of their own efforts, they
face the batterer’s unpredictable, abusive behavior.
Over time, as the violence escalates, women begin
to live in a constant state of fear, believing that
there is no escape from their situation. This fear is
typically reinforced by the batterers’ threats that if
they attempt to leave or seek help, he will subject
them to even greater abuse or kill them and their
children. In addition, the batterers’ controlling
behavior often causes the women to isolate them-
selves from family and friends. Walker also argued
that social and economic factors, such as the
women’s emotional and financial dependency on
their batterers, societal norms stressing the impor-
tance of marriage, and the lack of effective social
and legal remedies to end the battering, prevent
women from leaving these relationships. Battered
women believe that there is no way for them to
prevent the violence; therefore, they simply give up
and accept the abuse, or in some cases, resort to
violence and kill their batterers to free themselves
from the abuse.

Battered Woman Syndrome as a Form of
Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder

After Walker published her research, some empiri-
cal data emerged that cast doubt on her explana-
tion of why women kill their batterers. More
specifically, some research indicated that victims
of abuse often contact other family members and
seek the assistance of the legal system for help as
the violence from their batterers escalates. This
research also indicated that when battered women
sought outside help, they were confronted with
insufficient help sources, a legal system that did
not address their issues, and societal indifference.
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The lack of practical options, combined with vic-
tims’ lack of financial resources, made it likely that
battered women would stay in abusive relation-
ships. In contrast to this research demonstrating
battered women’s active help-seeking behavior,
Walker’s theory of BWS emphasized women as be-
coming passive and helpless in the face of repeated
abuse.

An alternative conceptualization of BWS emer-
ged in the 1980s when the American Psychiatric
Association added post-traumatic stress disorder
(PTSD) as a classification in the Diagnostic and
Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, third edi-
tion (DSM-III), the foremost manual used by men-
tal health professionals to diagnose mental illness.
Although the DSM-III did not recognize BWS as a
distinct mental illness or disorder, many experts
regarded BWS as a subcategory of PTSD. The
DSM’s fourth edition (DSM-IV), published in
1994, retains PTSD as a mental disorder and often
uses it as a reference in cases of spousal homicide to
attempt to demonstrate that BWS is a form of
PTSD.

The PTSD theory as applied to battered women
does not exclusively focus on battered women’s
perceptions of helplessness or ineffective help
sources to explain why battered women stay with
their abusive partners. Instead, the theory focuses
on the psychological disturbance that an individual
suffers after exposure to a traumatic event. The
diagnostic criteria for PTSD include a history of
exposure to a traumatic event, as well as the fol-
lowing symptoms: intrusive recollection, avoidant/
numbing, and hyperarousal. In individuals suffer-
ing from PTSD, the traumatic event is a dominant
psychological experience that evokes panic, terror,
dread, grief, or despair. Flashbacks of battering
incidents are examples of intrusive recollection
symptoms that battered women may display. The
avoidant/numbing symptom consists of the emo-
tional strategies that individuals with PTSD use to
reduce the likelihood that they will expose them-
selves to traumatic stimuli or, if exposed, minimize
their psychological response. These strategies can
be behavioral (e.g., avoiding situations in which the
battering is likely to be encountered), cognitive
(e.g., using disassociation to cut off the conscious
experience of the trauma-based memories of batter-
ing incidents), or emotional (e.g., using psychic
numbing to separate the cognitive and emotional
aspects of the experience). The hyperarousal symp-
toms closely resemble those seen in panic and
generalized anxiety disorders; however, hypervigi-
lance and startle responses are unique to PTSD.
The hyperarousal vigilance symptom refers to the
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response of victims’ autonomic nervous systems,
which signal battered women that they and/or
their children are in danger. In addition, persons
repeatedly victimized and repeatedly placed in
harm’s way become irritable, lose the ability to
concentrate, and may experience panic attacks.
These feelings can become so intense that victims
appear paranoid, and it is claimed that battered
women, suffering from PTSD, may become con-
vinced that the batterer will kill them at any time.

In the case of spousal homicide, defense counsel
may introduce evidence attempting to prove that
the battered woman defendant displays the symp-
toms of PTSD and that these symptoms are a re-
sult of the repeated battering that she experienced
from her partner. However, considering BWS as a
form of PTSD remains a controversial issue.
Researchers indicate that while some women who
experience continuous battering may experience
the symptoms that are diagnosed as PTSD, others
do not. Moreover, feminists argue that linking
BWS to PTSD presents an image of battered
women as mentally ill, and does not emphasize
the social conditions of the power and control
issues among batterers that served to create the
situations of domestic violence experienced by bat-
tered women. Feminists have been especially vocal
in their criticism of this medicalization effect in
situations in which battered women have killed
their partners and PTSD is used to support a claim
of self-defense. These critics charge that viewing
battered women as mentally disordered when they
assert self-defense diminishes battered women’s
claims that their actions were reasonable given
their situation.

The Claim of Self-Defense

Women who kill their batterers may claim that the
killing was committed in self-defense. The law con-
siders self-defense an act of justification. This means
that the legal system does not consider someone
who kills in self-defense morally culpable; it con-
cludes that the action was correct under the circum-
stances. The claim of self-defense requires battered
women defendants to demonstrate that their actions
meet the legal standards for a claim of self-defense.
However, legally using self-defense to justify the
killing of partners by battered women is controver-
sial and often problematic because of the kind of
evidence that the defense offers at trial to prove its
case and because of the jury’s perception of the
battered woman’s situation at the time of the killing.

The law of the state where the killing took place
defines the legal standard for a claim of self-defense.
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Most states define self-defense in terms of four
traditional requirements. First, at the time of the
act, the defendant must have believed that he or she
was in imminent danger of unlawful bodily harm.
Second, the defendant must have used a reasonable
amount of force to respond to the threatened dan-
ger. Third, he or she cannot have been the aggressor.
Fourth, under some circumstances the defendant
must have had no opportunity to retreat safely.
Essentially this means that where individuals cannot
resort to the law in response to violence from others,
they may use reasonable force to protect themselves
from physical harm.

In many cases in which women kill their bat-
terers, these traditional criteria of self-defense are
not met. For example, in the majority of cases,
battered women who kill their abusers do not at-
tack during a direct confrontation but rather when
no “imminent” threat may seem apparent to an
outside observer. Battered women may kill their
mates during a lull in the violence or when the
batterers are sleeping. Battered women may use a
knife or gun while the abuser was unarmed. In
addition, though most states do not require the
victim to retreat when attacked, when battered
women Kkill their abusers there is usually a long
history and pattern of violence in their relationship
with the batterers. This raises the question of why
battered women do not leave violent relationships
earlier. Proponents of BWS maintain that these
departures from the traditional expectations of
self-defense law can be explained by the psycho-
logical dynamics involved in intimate violent rela-
tionships. These psychological dynamics may be
introduced at trial, often with the testimony of an
expert witness.

Another controversial application of BWS con-
cerns its use to support the battered woman defen-
dant’s contention that her employment of deadly
force was reasonable. In some states, courts may
accept the history of abuse and, in particular, the
nature of that abuse, as important factors for un-
derstanding the reasonableness of the defendant’s
belief in the need to use deadly force. In other
states, the relevant comparison for judging the defen-
dant’s actions is “‘a reasonable battered woman”
rather than the ordinary reasonable person. These
courts have responded to the concern of research-
ers who note that in deciding what is “reasonable,”
traditional criminal law utilizes the “ordinary
man” as its reference point, in which the assault
typically occurs during a single violent episode and
the assailant is often a stranger to the victim. This
point of reference fails to fully capture the bat-
tered woman’s circumstance. The violence that the

battered woman faces is continual and at the
hands of an intimate partner rather than a strang-
er. Furthermore, the woman is generally not on
equal physical grounds with the batterer, thus
explaining why the force that the woman uses
against her spouse usually involves the use of a
deadly weapon.

The other major obstacle to achieving a claim of
self-defense is that the lay public, from which jurors
are chosen, may harbor misconceptions regarding
the causes and effects of intimate partner violence.
Jurors may believe that violence in the relationship
fulfills the needs of each of the partners or that
the woman defendant could have left her abuser
if she truly objected to the abuse. Beliefs such
as these may make it difficult for jurors to under-
stand how a woman might have a perception of
imminent fear. Although the law in most states
does not require the defendant to attempt to escape
from the situation or to leave the relationship ear-
lier, the woman’s failure to do so may still influence
the juror’s evaluations of the reasonableness of her
actions. Jurors’ beliefs about intimate partner vio-
lence and the lack of fit between the woman’s
actions and the existing laws of self-defense can
make it difficult for the defense to establish that
the woman’s behavior in killing her abuser was
reasonable.

The Defense of Insanity

In some cases, battered women who kill their abu-
sers will claim the defense of insanity. Battered
women who claim an insanity defense allege that
their mental capacity was impaired at the time of
the criminal act, in contrast to a defense of self-
defense, in which battered women claim that they
acted in response to a reasonable perception of
danger. This insanity defense is referred to legally
as “defense of excuse” rather than a defense of
justification. An excuse defense refers to situations
in which the defendant doesn’t deny that she com-
mitted the crime, but rather states that she is not
responsible for it, typically on grounds of lacking
volition over her free will, as in the case of a claim
of insanity. The defense of insanity requires that a
defendant have a serious mental illness at the time
of the criminal act. Furthermore, in most states, the
legal standard for insanity is a narrow one, requir-
ing that the defendant’s mental condition impaired
her mental capacity to such an extent that she did
not understand the nature and consequences of
what she was doing or did not understand that
what she was doing was wrong. This defense is used
much less frequently in cases of spousal homicide
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than is the claim of self-defense, but when the
condition of legal insanity is offered as a defense,
testimony by experts can be offered to explain how
BWS and its associated symptoms may have pre-
cluded the victim from knowing right from wrong
or appreciating the consequences of her actions
at the time of the criminal act.

Although BWS has been used to support a de-
fense of insanity, critics argue that its use is mis-
placed because the extent to which the syndrome
causes mental illness cannot be determined by clin-
icians and because BWS, as it was articulated by
Walker, does not entail a loss of ability to under-
stand the nature or consequences of what one is
doing or the failure to appreciate right from wrong
at the time the crime was committed. In addition
some legal scholars claim that the use of BWS to
support a defense of insanity creates judicial confu-
sion because doing so suggests a biological/medical
basis for the condition, rather than a social or
behavioral basis. These critics also charge that
this pathological view of BWS is further suggested
when it is linked to PTSD. The pathological view
stands in marked contrast to the view that battered
women act in self-defense when they kill their abu-
sers. Therefore, these critics assert that using BWS
to support a claim of insanity argues against the
idea that battered women’s actions are reasonable
given their circumstances, and instead encourages
courts to see them as helpless.

The Use of Expert Witness Testimony in Cases
Involving Battered Women

In cases of spousal homicide, both the prosecution
and the defense can present evidence of BWS in a
variety of ways. The defendant can testify about
her experiences as a battered woman, and both the
prosecution and the defense can call witnesses to
testify on their behalf. One of the most important
kinds of testimony in cases of spousal homicide
is the use of expert witness testimony. Expert testi-
mony is legally defined as the opinion evidence of
someone who possesses special skill or knowledge
in some science, profession, or business which is
not common to the average person and is possessed
by the expert by reason of special study or experi-
ence. In cases of spousal homicide where the de-
fense asserts a claim of self-defense or insanity, the
expert typically used is a psychologist or psychia-
trist. Both the prosecution and the defense can
introduce expert witness testimony on battering
and its effects in cases of spousal homicide. The
defense utilizes expert witness testimony to support
its claims of insanity or self-defense. It may also
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utilize expert witness testimony in conjunction with
the sentencing phases of a trial as a mitigating
factor to lessen the sentence the defendant will
receive. The prosecution may use expert witness
testimony in cases of spousal homicide to explain
such matters as battered women’s lack of coopera-
tion or recantation. The expert witness does not
determine the ultimate issues, such as whether it
was reasonable for the battered woman to believe
that she was in imminent danger. Rather, the pur-
pose of expert witness testimony is to provide the
judge or jury with an alternative perspective for
interpreting a woman’s actions. Specifically, the
role of the expert witness is to provide information
relevant to inferences they will have to make about
the woman’s state of mind at the time of the killing,
such as why she may have perceived herself to be
in a situation of imminent danger, even if she was
not under direct attack at the time of the killing.
The earliest case to consider the use of expert
witness testimony regarding BWS was Ibn-Tamas
v. United States, in 1979. Ibn-Tamas was married
to a husband who beat her often and who had a
history of violence toward women. While she was
pregnant, her husband beat her; in response, she
shot and killed him. She was charged with murder
in the second degree and claimed self-defense. At
trial a psychologist testified on her behalf on BWS.
The trial judge refused to let the testimony be
heard, stating that the victim/husband was not on
trial. The Washington, DC, appeals court re-
versed the ruling and stated that an expert can
testify where subject matter is beyond the under-
standing of the average layman. Since the Ibn-
Tamas case, research indicates that the nature of
the information that the expert conveys may vary
in the extent to which it specifically addresses the
defendant’s behavior. Much of this variation is
explained by the laws in different states and the
court’s interpretation of those laws concerning the
introduction of expert witness testimony. In some
instances, the court may allow the expert to explain
the general research findings regarding battered
women and to provide a clinical opinion on whether
the woman on trial exhibits the syndrome. Typi-
cally, the expert is not permitted to offer an opinion
on the woman’s perceptions at the time of the
killing. In other instances, however, the expert has
been allowed to offer evidence only about the gen-
eral research findings regarding battered women,
without offering an opinion as to whether the defen-
dant fits the profile of a battered woman. In some
cases, courts may refuse to permit such opin-
ion evidence. In these latter instances, jurors are
left to infer, on the basis of other trial testimony,
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whether the defendant exhibits BWS and whether
the implications that derive from it apply to her
behavior.

Legal Standards and Issues Concerning Expert
Witness Testimony

Expert testimony on BWS must meet a number of
legal requirements before the court decides to
admit it as evidence. Clearly the testimony must
be relevant to the issues or facts of the case, but
in addition, expert testimony must satisfy three
other criteria. First, the expert must be sufficiently
skilled and qualified to testify about BWS. Typi-
cally the court determines whether the expert is
qualified on the basis of the education and experi-
ence of the expert. Second, the proposed evidence
must be deemed scientifically reliable. Third, the
testimony must provide the jury with unique infor-
mation that is beyond their common understand-
ing of BWS and its effects. While the first criterion
is a rather straightforward one, the second and
third require additional explanation in terms of
both the general legal standard and its applicability
to situations involving the use of BWS in cases of
spousal homicide.

There are no universal standards employed by
courts to determine whether the basis upon which
the expert testimony given in sufficiently reliable.
For many years, the standard used by most courts
was the Frye standard (Frye v. United States, 1923)
which requires that the scientific validity of the
evidence must be generally accepted by experts in
the particular field of inquiry. However, more re-
cently, federal courts and many state courts have
employed the Daubert standard (Daubert v. Merrell
Dow Pharmaceuticals, Inc., 1993). In Daubert, the
Supreme Court ruled that in federal courts the Frye
test had been superseded by the adoption, in 1973,
of Rule 702 of the Federal Rules of Evidence, which
provides that a witness qualified as an expert by
knowledge, skill, experience, training, or education
may testify in the form of an opinion if the scienti-
fic, technical, or other specialized knowledge would
assist the jury to understand the evidence or to
determine a fact in issue. The Court emphasized
that the testimony must be grounded in the meth-
ods and procedures of science. The Court con-
cluded that evidence grounded in science could
establish reliable evidence. Today, while all federal
courts follow the Daubert standard, states are
divided, with some following Daubert while others
follow Frye.

Whether courts use the Daubert or Frye stan-
dard, the reliability of BWS evidence remains a

controversial issue. Supporters point to the fact
that BWS evidence has achieved considerable rec-
ognition within the legal and behavioral science
community. The American Psychological Associa-
tion (APA) has endorsed the validity of the syn-
drome in amicus briefs it filed in homicide cases of
battered women. In the noted case of State v. Kelly,
the APA concluded that the underlying theories
used by the experts were well developed and well
recognized, had previously been applied in other
contexts, and had simply been adapted to the study
of battered women (State v. Kelly, Amicus Brief,
p- 255). In Kelly, the New Jersey Supreme Court
held that the existence of battered spouse syndrome
was relevant to the honesty and reasonableness of a
woman’s claim that she believed she was in immi-
nent danger of death or serious injury. Additional
support is found in numerous cases in which courts
have permitted testimony on BWS. A research
report published in 1995 by the National Clear-
inghouse for the Defense of Battered Women
(NCDBW) indicated that expert testimony on bat-
tering and its effects is admissible, at least to some
degree, in each of the fifty states and the District of
Columbia, though eighteen states had excluded
expert testimony in some cases. Of the nineteen
federal courts that had considered the issue, all
but three had admitted testimony on battering
and its effects in at least some cases. Expert testi-
mony on battering and its effects was most readily
accepted by state courts in cases involving tradi-
tional self-defense situations—that is, where a bat-
tered woman Kkills her spouse during a direct
confrontation. The NCDBW report also found
that a vast majority of states found expert testi-
mony to be admissible to prove that the defendant
had been a battered woman or that she suffered
from BWS. Other findings include that nearly 70
percent of the states have found expert testimony
relevant to supporting a self-defense claim and that
nearly 70 percent of the states agree that expert
testimony is relevant to the issue of the defendant’s
state of mind at the time of the killing.

The findings and support for the reliability of
BWS have been criticized on several grounds. The
first critique concerns the two core components of
the theory: the cycle of violence and the application
of learned helplessness to battered women. These
criticisms point to the fact that not all cases invol-
ving battered women contain a tension-building
stage and a loving, contrite stage. Therefore, it
appears from the data gathered on battered
women that not all couples go through the cycle
of violence articulated by Walker. Some research
has also found little support for the applicability of
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learned helplessness to explain battered women’s
behavior. This research points to the fact that the
majority of women engage in a variety of responses
in an attempt to end the abuse. More generally,
critics point to the fact that the majority of research
on battered women has been limited to clients of
shelters for battered women who are not necessari-
ly representative of all battered women.

A second criticism concerning the reliability of
BWS concerns whether BWS is a diagnostic cate-
gory. This issue surfaces when an expert wishes to
go beyond describing the general characteristics of
BWS and instead offers an opinion about whether
the defendant actually suffers from the syndrome.
As indicated earlier, BWS is not a diagnosable
mental disorder, though some researchers have
classified the BWS as a form of PTSD; therefore,
the expert may have difficulty articulating a diag-
nosis and may be challenged by the prosecution if
a diagnosis is offered. This criticism can be avoided
if the expert describes only the dynamics and con-
sequences of spousal abuse and the similarity be-
tween the woman’s actions and these phenomena
without offering a diagnosis.

In addition to issues concerning the reliability of
BWS, the major reason for permitting expert testi-
mony is that it provides jurors with information
beyond what is commonly understood. Research-
ers have questioned whether lay and expert opi-
nions on this issue are significantly different from
each other. Some research that compares the
knowledge of experts and laypersons has found
significant differences in their beliefs about BWS.
For example, compared with the experts, layper-
sons are less likely to believe that a battered woman
would be persuaded to remain in the relationship
by the abuser’s promises in the loving, contrite
stage. They were less likely to believe that using
deadly force was the only way that women could
protect themselves. Laypersons were also more
likely to believe that battered women are abused
because they are emotionally disturbed. Other re-
search suggests that the general public has become
more educated about domestic violence and BWS;
therefore, the jury could be fairly well informed on
these issues and not need the assistance of expert
witness testimony.

Conclusion

BWS as a defense in cases of spousal homicide has
gained wide acceptance but remains a controver-
sial issue. Battered women who claim self-defense
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are more likely to be successful in using BWS to
substantiate their claims in situations of direct
confrontation with the batterer. In other situations,
jurors are more likely to question the claim of self-
defense. Battered women who Kkill their partners
are less likely to use the defense of insanity because
they must prove that they did not know what
they were doing at the time or that what they
were doing was wrong. Finally, the use of expert
witness testimony concerning BWS can assist the
jury in understanding the dynamics of domestic
violence and its effects on battered women. How-
ever, some researchers and legal scholars remain
skeptical about the admissibility of BWS as evi-
dence at trial. These critics question whether BWS
is a “syndrome” that can be accurately diagnosed
in women who assert their battering experiences as
explanations for spousal homicide.
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BATTERED WOMEN, CLEMENCY FOR

Introduction

Leaving an abusive relationship is difficult for
many women. On average, battered women at-
tempt to leave abusive partners approximately
five to seven times before they are successfully out
of the relationship (Ferraro 1998). There are some
women, however, who even after numerous
attempts to leave have been unable to get away
from their violent partners. Leonard (2002), in
interviews with incarcerated battered women who
had killed their partners, found that they had tried
almost every avenue to seek help. This included
turning to friends, family, mental health personnel,
law enforcement agencies, medical professionals,
members of religious organizations, and battered
women’s shelters and hotlines. Many of these same
women also tried to file for legal separation or
divorce. Their attempts to leave or seek help often
resulted in the abusive partner becoming more vio-
lent. Walker (1989) reported that the batterer often
has the mindset that he would rather kill than be
left by his partner. Furthermore, many of the agen-
cies (i.e., police, courts, hospitals, and churches)
that these women turned to were not able to help
due to a lack of understanding about the nature of
domestic violence.

When such agencies fail to help, many women
feel that they are left deciding between their own
lives and the lives of their violent partners (Walker
1989). Death of one of the partners in battering
relationships is not uncommon. Statistically,
women are more likely than men to be victims of
lethal violence by their intimate partners (Browne
1987; Walker 1984). For example, the U.S. Depart-
ment of Justice (2000) reported that in 1998, 72 per-
cent of homicide victims in intimate relationships

were women. When looking at this rate between
1976 and 1997, the female intimate homicide rate
remained stable. However, between 1997 and 1998,
females killed by their male intimate partners rose
by 8 percent. On the other hand, the male intimate
homicide rate (males killed by their female intimate
partners) decreased by 60 percent between 1976
and 1998. Some professionals attribute this de-
crease to the increased availability of battered
women shelters and crisis centers (Ammons 2003;
Browne 1987). These statistics reveal that women
are much more likely to be victims of domestic
homicide, and their chances of being a victim of
lethal violence have not declined over the last few
years.

Studies have found that men are more likely to
kill when their partners try to leave the relationship
(Block and Christakos 1995; Walker 1989), while
battered women are more likely to kill in self-
defense (Block and Christakos 1995; Gagné 1998;
Leonard 2002; Walker 1989). Walker (1989)
reported that very few of the battered women she
interviewed who committed homicide killed out of
jealousy or revenge. Most battered women who
killed reported that they had done so out of fear
for their lives. According to their accounts, they
had endured emotional, verbal, physical, and sex-
ual abuse before they had killed their partners. They
explained that if they had not killed their partners,
their partners would have Kkilled them (Beattie and
Shaughnessy 2000; Gagne 1998; Walker 1989).

Gender Bias in the Legal System

Even though it appears that most battered women
who kill do so in self-defense, the legal system is
often extremely hard on them. Usually women who
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kill their intimate partners have no prior criminal
record (Browne 1987, Walker 1989), yet, these
women often receive long and severe sentences
(Browne 1987). The claim that battered women
are getting away with murder is unfounded
(Osthoft 2001). Even with the legal recognition of
battered woman syndrome (BWS) in the courts, a
large majority (70-80 percent) of abused women
charged with killing their partners accepted plea
bargains or were convicted and given long sen-
tences in prison rather than having their cases go
to trial or being acquitted (U.S. Bureau of Justice
Statistics 1995).

Introduced into the criminal justice system in the
1980s, BWS has been used in some states to help
explain (through expert testimony) the battered
woman’s state of mind at the time of a violent
incident. BWS is used as a way to explain the
reasonableness that the battered woman feared
for her life. While BWS is not a defense in itself,
it is used to support a legal claim of self-defense
(Dutton 1996). In order to do this, an expert on
domestic violence is called to testify in court about
the effects of battering (Osthoff 2001).

As of 1994, every state in the United States
allowed some degree of expert testimony on BWS
into the courts (Parrish 1994). However, prior to
the acceptance of expert testimony in court, many
battered women were not allowed at their trials to
reveal the horrific abuse they had endured in their
relationships. They were told they could talk about
only the events at the time of the killing and there-
fore were unable to provide a description of the
context in which the killing occurred.

Gender Bias in Self-Defense Law

Many feminist legal scholars and battered women
advocates have stated that there is an apparent gen-
der bias within the legal system (Gillespie 1989;
Schneider 2000). One example of this gender bias
is in self-defense law. Historically, women have
been viewed as men’s property and therefore had
no independent legal standing (Pleck 1987).
Women are socialized to seek help and protection
from men. In this context, women should have no
reason to learn how to defend themselves. The
primary purpose of self-defense law was the right
of individuals to protect themselves or their prop-
erty from an intruder. Self-defense law was not
designed with women’s experiences or violence in
intimate relationships in mind (Gillespie 1989).

There are two main assumptions in self-defense
law. The first is that the person who acted in self-
defense did so as a reasonable person. In other
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words, anyone else in that situation would have
acted in the same way. This standard of reason-
ableness used in some states is based on male status
and does not take into account women’s experi-
ences. This is considered an objective reasonable
person standard (Ogle and Jacobs 2002). If the
defendant’s behavior is inconsistent with that of a
reasonable person (white, middle-class, heterosexual
male), she did not act in self-defense.

Scheppele (2004) disagrees with the use of one
standard and instead argues that there need to be
multiple standards of reasonableness. For instance,
a white, lower-income woman with two children in a
battering relationship is going to see her options or
choices differently from those of a white, middle-
class man. The choice to leave or stay in a violent
relationship is affected by her lack of income, her
lack of social status as a woman (i.e., wage gap,
lack of affordable child care), her gender socializa-
tion (i.e., caretaker, passive, responsible for success
of relationships), and her smaller physical stature
as a woman. If she is a woman of color, this brings
in other issues, such as dealing with racial prejudice
and discrimination. Therefore, some states (Ohio,
North Dakota, and Washington) use a subjective
reasonable person standard (Ogle and Jacobs
2002). The subjective standard assesses whether
the person truly felt she was in imminent danger.
The jury must ask themselves if the defendant is
really telling the truth when she says she feared for
her life (Ogle and Jacobs 2002). Just as with the
objective reasonable person standard, there has
also been dissent about the subjective reasonable
person standard. The legal system worries that with
the subjective standard, anybody could argue self-
defense and state that he or she was in imminent
danger. Therefore, there has been a move toward
trying to combine the two standards. When states
do so, they will assess imminent danger based on a
reasonable person similar to the defendant, with
comparable resources and knowledge. Thus, a bat-
tered woman could be compared with other
battered women (Ogle and Jacobs 2002). No states
have actually adopted the blending of the two
standards, though cases in Ohio, Oklahoma, and
South Dakota have applied the idea of combining
the objective and subjective standards (Ogle and
Jacobs 2002).

The second assumption of self-defense law is that
the person acted as he or she did because of a belief
of being in imminent danger. “Imminent danger”
means that in that moment in time, the person
feared for his/her life. This assumes that the defense
should occur during an attack, not before or after,
and that once the attack is over, the victim is no



longer in imminent danger. Imminent danger in
abusive relationships is experienced as a constant
for many battered women who are in fear for their
lives over time, not just during a violent episode
(Gillespie 1989).

One other area of self-defense law that is biased
against women is the assumption that the two peo-
ple fighting are of equal size, height, weight, and
physical build. Furthermore, self-defense law states
that excessive force should not be used to defend
oneself. Only if the attacker is armed can an in-
dividual use a weapon to defend him/herself
(Gillespie 1989). When applying this to a violent
intimate relationship, it does not take into ac-
count that a person’s body can be used as a
weapon. Walker (1989) found that weapons had
not injured most of the abused women she inter-
viewed, but instead the injuries had resulted from
their partner’s own fists. Many of these women
reported being thrown across the room, hit,
punched, kicked, stomped on, and choked. For
these women, using a gun or a knife was the only
way they could successfully defend themselves
(Ogle and Jacobs 2002).

However, in most contemporary societies,
women are not taught to use firearms (Gillespie
1989). Many battered women who use a weapon
to defend themselves do not fully comprehend
the lethality of it. There have also been instances
in which battered women shot or stabbed their
partners not once, but numerous times, claiming
that they truly believed that their partner was in-
vincible and that he could never be killed (Walker
1989). According to self-defense law, these women
used “excessive force,” which is defined as more
force than is necessary to defend oneself (Gillespie
1989).

If juries are told to assess whether or not a
battered woman killed in self-defense based only
on the legal criteria, the abused woman could easily
be convicted of homicide rather than justifiable
homicide (Gillespie 1989). A defendant must prove
she acted in perfect self-defense to get a not-guilty
verdict. Perfect self-defense requires that the defen-
dant truly believes she was acting in part to save
her life and that her belief of imminent danger was
realistic based on an objective standard (Ogle and
Jacobs 2002). As stated earlier, this objective stan-
dard may vary from state to state. If, however, she
shows that she truly believed she was in danger but
her state of mind was not reasonable, she could be
found guilty of imperfect self-defense and charged
with varying degrees of homicide (Ogle and Jacobs
2002). One response to this bias in self-defense law
has been the use of BWS to aid in the defense of
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battered women who use violence against their
partners.

Clemency for Battered Women

One of the early questions the battered women’s
movement dealt with was how to help battered
women who had killed or attempted to kill their
partners. Activists lobbied for the inclusion of
BWS testimony in court hearings in cases in
which battered women had killed their abusive
partners. Because it took so long for the battered
women’s movement to effect changes in the legal
system, activists had to change their focus on how
to help battered women who were incarcerated.
Activists argued that abused women who had
killed their partners were imprisoned unlawfully
and that it was important for the state to reconsider
these cases and grant these women clemency. Clem-
ency has been defined as a “generic legal term that
includes any executive act that reduces or alleviates
a penalty for a crime” (Gagne 1998, p. 29). Many
battered women’s advocates view clemency as a
way to provide justice for abused women who had
been unable to defend themselves using the BWS
in court.

The decision to grant a battered woman clemency
is not always easy. The United States has afforded
governors and presidents both political and legal
power in this regard. The purpose of clemency is to
ensure that our legal system is working effectively
and justly. It may be considered one of the checks
and balances of our judicial system. However, be-
cause governors and presidents are also political
actors, they are influenced greatly by public opin-
ion (Ammons 2003). The public’s voice is usually
the loudest when it comes to granting clemency to
cases involving a homicide. It could be political
suicide for governors or presidents to appear soft
on crime. Therefore, the governor or president
must justify his/her decision to the public and reas-
sure society that a dangerous criminal is not being
released (Ammons 2003).

Ohio was the first state to allow a mass clemency
review of imprisoned women for crimes related to
their history as victims of battering. Dagmar
Celeste (wife to then Ohio governor Richard
Celeste) was instrumental in this first attempt at a
mass clemency for battered women (Gagne 1998).
In 1990, Governor Celeste granted clemency to 25
battered women in Ohio. By the end of his term,
he had granted clemency to a total of 28 incarcer-
ated battered women (27 were commuted; 1 on par-
ole was pardoned) (Ammons, 2003). There were
two other states that followed suit with mass
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clemencies for battered women convicted of cri-
mes. Governor William Donald Schaefer granted
clemency to 8 battered women in Maryland in
1991, and Kentucky governor Brereton Jones
granted clemency to 9 battered women in 1996
(National Clearinghouse for the Defense of Bat-
tered Women 2003). Overall there have been a
total of 125 battered women granted clemency
from twenty-three states (42 of these from Ohio,
Maryland, and Kentucky).

Ammons (2003) followed up with the governors
of the states that granted clemency to these bat-
tered women, finding that they had a variety of
reasons for why they granted these women clem-
ency (e.g., illness, punishment too severe, BWS,
sufficient time served, ineffective counsel). The
most cited reason was that the governors felt that
these women were “trapped in relationships because
of a mental deficiency, a ‘syndrome’” (p. 557). The
second most cited reason was that these women
had been unable to tell about the battering in their
relationships at the time of the trial. Rather than the
governors justifying these women’s actions, they ex-
cused them based on the abuse they had endured and
society’s failure to help them.

It is important to keep in mind that all of these
women (with the exception of the one woman in
Ohio) had their sentences commuted. A commuta-
tion replaces the original punishment/sentence with
a less severe one (Sheehy, Reinberg, and Kirchwey
1991). Thus, many of these women still had to serve
some type of sentence and/or go before the parole
board. Appearing before the parole board was not
always a guarantee that parole would be granted.
A commutation also does not exonerate the person
of the crimes he/she has committed. These batte-
red women still had to deal with having a felony
conviction that stripped away many of their civil
liberties and made it difficult for them to find
employment and housing.

Clemency and Recidivism

Even though these women have difficulties
finding employment with a felony conviction, the
majority have been able to live violence-free lives.
There was great public upheaval over granting con-
victed battered women clemency because many in
society worried that these women would kill again.
Ammons (2003) researched the recidivism rate for
the twenty-eight women in Ohio who were granted
clemency in 1990. The overall recidivism rate for
female violent offenders was 23 percent. The clem-
ency recipients’ recidivism rate for a felony murder
was 0 percent. Ammons found that one woman
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had a drug-related charge against her and another
woman a property offense. Two women have since
passed away (Schneider 2006). The rest of these
women are leading crime-free lives.

Issues Confironting Women Who Do Get Clemency

Gagneé (1998) conducted a qualitative study with
women who had been incarcerated in the Ohio
prison system for killing their abusive partners
and received clemency. Gagne interviewed eleven
of the twenty-five women who were granted clem-
ency in Ohio in 1990 soon after they were released
from prison. The interviews revealed that women
who received clemency felt that killing their abusive
partner had been their only option. They said they
had felt trapped and that they had had no other
viable options to stop the abuse. They also felt that
if they had not killed their abusive partners, they
would have been killed instead. Furthermore, these
women discussed at length how they felt they had
been victimized repeatedly by unsympathetic social
service agencies as well as the judicial system.

Another study on battered women’s lives after
clemency was conducted by Beattie and Shaughnessy
(2000). They conducted oral history interviews in
1995 with nine battered women who became eligi-
ble for parole at the Kentucky Correctional Insti-
tution and were granted clemency. All of the
women talked about lives filled with childhood
abuse (most often sexual) and how this abuse
continued into adulthood when they entered into
intimate relationships. These women described
relationships filled with horrific abuse and commu-
nities where no one seemed to care. They spoke of
contacting authorities and being victimized repeat-
edly by people who refused to do anything. For
example, one woman told the story of her commu-
nity being so afraid of her partner that when she
would call the police, the police would stand at the
bottom of her driveway and yell at her husband.
The police in this instance were so terrified of this
man that they would not come face to face with
him. As a result they let him abuse his wife for
years and did nothing to stop him.

The interviews in both studies revealed that these
battered women felt they had killed in self-defense
to end the abuse. They tried to seek help before
they acted and were unsuccessful. They feared for
their lives and felt they had no options. These
women also spoke of great inequities within the
criminal justice/legal system during their question-
ing, arrest, sentencing, and trial. Many were unfa-
miliar with the court system and were terrified of
losing their children (which was often used as a



threat). They spoke of inadequate representation
and attorneys who were not sensitive to battered
women. Some of the women talked about being
scared to talk about the battering because their
attorney was a male. Others talked about their
attorney dismissing the battering and not wanting
to bring it up because he/she was not familiar with
laws pertaining to battered women (Beattie and
Shaughnessy 2000; Gagné 1998).

Once these women were given the opportunity to
apply for clemency and were granted it, they spoke
of their lives after prison. Because in both Ohio and
Kentucky these women were not pardoned (re-
moval of felony conviction and exoneration), but
instead had their sentences commuted (replacement
of less severe punishment), they still had a felony
conviction on their record (Sheehy, Reinberg, and
Kirchwey 1991). This had a huge impact on their
life after clemency, as it was difficult for them to
find employment, housing, and assistance. These
women struggled with reestablishing their rela-
tionships with their children, and many suffered
from depression and anxiety. The majority com-
mented that without the help of their family, they
could not have made it on their own (Beattie and
Shaughnessy 2000; Gagné 1998).

One of the most difficult things women granted
clemency had to deal with was having a prison re-
cord. Due to the fact that in both states the women
had their sentences commuted and were not par-
doned, their felony convictions stayed with them.
This influenced everything in their lives outside of
prison, from gaining employment to obtaining ade-
quate housing to how individuals (family, friends,
and community workers) related to them. In Gagné’s
(1998) sample, none of the women were able to go
back to the places where they had been employed
prior to their incarceration due to their felony con-
victions. In both studies the women talked about how
finding employment was one of the most difficult
challenges and that they relied heavily on family for
financial support after release from prison.

Related to finding employment is finding ade-
quate housing. One of the conditions of leaving
prison is often to report the address where you
will live outside of prison. For many women, this
is the only prerelease planning they are given
(O’Brien 2001). Most of the women in both studies
reported living with family after release. However,
there were a couple of women who had no family
and had to rely on halfway homes. These women
had been in prison most of their lives for killing
their abusive stepfathers and had a really hard time
adjusting to life outside of prison, since that was
the life they knew best (Gagné 1998).
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Another major hurdle the clemency recipients
had to deal with was reuniting with their children.
In some cases, due to parole conditions, the women
were not allowed to see their children. In other
situations the children were still very angry and
blamed their mothers for their own victimization
by their fathers, stepfathers, or mothers’ boyfriends.
Some women dealt with older children who had
become caught up in their own abusive relation-
ships, and these women had to figure out how to
help in a way that was not too aggressive. The
women tried very hard to reconnect with their
children, but it was not something that came easy.
This experience is common for mothers who have
served time in prison (Hunter 2005).

Some women also had to contend with the fam-
ily of the abusive partners they had used violence
against. One woman in Beattie and Shaughnessy’s
(2000) study reported that due to parole condi-
tions, she could not contact her abuser’s family;
however, they continued to contact her through
harassing phone calls. Another clemency recipient
from Ohio talked about the fear of seeing her abu-
sive partner, who had survived the attack. Because
of victim’s rights, he was contacted when she was
let out of prison, yet she had no protection from
him (Gagne 1998).

These women also had to deal with the decision
of whether to get involved in another intimate
relationship. The majority talked at great length
about their fear of commitment and mistrust of
everyone. One woman spoke of still wearing her
wedding ring because she still felt controlled by her
husband even though he was dead (Beattie and
Shaughnessy 2001). Some women from both stud-
ies ended up in abusive relationships again. Some
of these women were able to get out of these rela-
tionships, while others were still trying to figure out
how to disentangle themselves from the vicious
cycle of abuse. Gagne (1998) reported that the
women who had had abusive childhoods (especially
sexual abuse) had an extremely hard time moving
into a life free of abuse. Many of the women chose
not to have any intimate relationships because of a
lack of trust.

Granting clemency to incarcerated battered
women is only a small step in providing justice for
battered women who defend themselves. Because
of their felony convictions, it is not easy for these
women to enter back into society. They are contin-
ually victimized over and over again as they are
denied employment, housing, and custody of their
children, repeatedly reinforcing the fact that they
are on their own. Prior to incarceration, many
of these women dealt with poverty, racism, and
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sexism. Post-prison they face the same barriers, and
now they have a felony conviction to contend with
as well (Richie 2001). Gagné (1998) found that
support groups in prison aided in the reintegration
of women back into society post-prison. However,
Richie (2001) reported that the counseling, support
groups, mental and physical health care, and edu-
cational/employment services that prisons offer are
minimal. Many of the women in Richie’s study
(incarcerated for a variety of offenses, not just
killing/attempting to kill battering partners) stated
that they were not prepared at all for life after
prison. They suffered from PTSD and multiple
mental and physical health issues, and those with
addiction problems had difficulty maintaining
sobriety.

Issues Confronting Women Denied Clemency

Women who are denied clemency are confronted
with the reality that the governor and/or parole
board do not justify or excuse their actions to use
violence against their battering partner. Schneider
(2006) interviewed eleven incarcerated battered
women in Ohio who were denied clemency. These
women, just as the women who received clemency,
reported lives filled with abuse. They were also
confronted with societal indifference and felt that
the abuse they endured was condoned. They
reported that they felt their lives or their children’s
lives were in danger and that they had had no other
choice but to kill in self-defense. Unfortunately,
many of these women spoke of inadequate attor-
neys and witnesses who testified against them in
their trials. Furthermore, these battered women
were not like the “stereotypical battered woman.”
They had character flaws (i.e., they drank alcohol
or used drugs, they’d had extramarital affairs, and
they denied the abuse their children endured from
their partner), which hurt them in their trials as
well as in the clemency proceedings.

These women continue to live their lives incar-
cerated within a system which they reported is not
rehabilitative. They stated that rehabilitation came
from inside each person. They reported that some
prison support groups were available, but because
most of the women have life sentences, they have
completed the majority of the programming and
there is very little left for them to take while in
prison. Many of them have tried to further their
education by completing their general equivalency
degree (GED) and taking college courses. Unfortu-
nately, due to budget cuts and overcrowding at the
prison, much of the college programming has been
cut. For example, prisoners are no longer able to
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earn a college degree in the Ohio prisons, only
certificates. They have taken it upon themselves
to start battered women support groups and have
started to look at themselves as survivors rather
than victims. However, this change in identity is a
double-edged sword. When these women go before
the parole board, the board does not want to hear
that they have survived years of abuse and were
justified in defending themselves. Therefore, most
of the women have life sentences and remain in
prison, where the parole board continually denies
them an exit to the outside world.

Furthermore, these women struggled with not
being able to see their children. Most of the chil-
dren ended up living with family. Unfortunately,
some living situations for these children have been
as abusive as their home life prior to their mother
going to prison. Some of the children were bounced
around from one foster home to the next. Some of
the women have been able to keep in touch with
their children, while others have struggled with the
reality that they may never see their children again.
These women have missed out on their children’s
entire childhoods, as many were sent to prison
when their children were just in elementary school.
Reestablishing a relationship with their children
will most likely be very difficult, if and when they
are released from prison.

If these women do get out of prison, they will
face many of the same challenges that the women
who received clemency faced. However, these
women will be unable to say to their communities
that they were legally justified or excused for killing
(or attempting to kill) their violent partners or
family members. These women will most likely
have difficulty finding employment, will have little
social support, and will be faced with communities
that view them as killers.

Conclusion

Clemency is a way to ensure our legal system is really
just and fair. It is a way to provide “‘justice . . . when
you get what you deserve, mercy . . . when you don’t
get what you deserve, or grace . . . when you get what
you don’t deserve” (Ammons 2003, p. 551). Clem-
ency gave a voice to battered women and allowed
society to hear about the abuse these women en-
dured. Unfortunately, society has heard very little
about the hardships these women encountered
after clemency or the structural factors that affec-
ted battered women who were denied clemency.
Many feminist scholars feel that clemency is just
one small step toward equality for women and
that there is much more that needs to be done



(Beattie and Shaughnessy 2000; Gagne 1998;
Schneider 2006).

One clemency recipient in Gagne’s (1998) study
stated that she wanted her life back along with her
freedom and that she feels she has neither since she
has been out of prison. She has struggled with
alcohol addiction, lack of employment, physical
and mental health problems from the abuse in her
past, and frustration with her inability to obtain
adequate housing because of her felony record.
Society obviously needs to do much more to sup-
port battered women. It is not enough to just give
them a ““get out of jail free card’’; society must also
provide the services they so greatly need and are
unable to obtain.

There needs to be more research on life after
clemency, and these women’s stories must be
told to the public. This information could help
alleviate sources of strain and aid in helping in-
carcerated women adjust to life outside once
they are released from prison. Furthermore, these
women’s stories also need to be shared so that
the public understands what clemency means and
that there is empirical support that shows that
these women are not career criminals. Ammons
(2003) found that the assumption that battered
women are dangerous criminals is unfounded and
that these women’s violent actions were isolated
incidents. Policymakers must hear these women’s
stories so as to understand the changes needed in
our criminal justice system, hospitals, churches,
and neighborhoods.

RACHEL ZIMMER SCHNEIDER

See also Battered Woman Syndrome; Battered
Women Who Kill: An Examination; Batterer Inter-
vention Programs; Batterer Typology; Cohabiting
Violence; Dating Violence; Divorce, Child Custody,
and Domestic Violence; Domestic Violence Courts;
Expert Witnesses in Domestic Violence Cases; Fa-
tality Reviews in Adult Domestic Homicide and Sui-
cide; Intimate Partner Homicide; Shelter Movement;
Stalking; Victim Blaming Theory
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BATTERED WOMEN: HELD IN
CAPTIVITY

From a sociological feminist perspective, a batter-
ing relationship is one of captivity, and battered
women are survivors of terror. Battering is an ob-
sessive campaign of coercion and intimidation
designed by a man to dominate and control a
woman, which occurs in the personal context of
intimacy and thrives in the sociopolitical climate
of patriarchy. For the woman it is a terrifying
process of progressive entrapment into an intimate
relationship of subjection that is promoted and
preserved by a social order steeped in gender hier-
archy—a social order in which mainstream ideol-
ogy and social institutions and organizations,
including the criminal justice system, the church,
social service and medical institutions, the family,
and the community, recognize male privilege and
accordingly relegate a secondary status to women.

Sometimes physical violence is incorporated into
the battering agenda. When less risky intimidation
strategies such as yelling, threatening, stalking, and
harming the family pet fail, a man may have to
resort to assaulting his mate—with all implied po-
tential for serious injury or even death—in order to
maintain control over her. In the face of defiance
or even simple resistance on the part of the woman,
or perhaps because he for some reason indepen-
dent of the woman’s behavior perceives a threat
to his control, he may feel forced to appeal to her
most basic need for physical safety. That is what
battering is all about: a man using male privilege
derived from a patriarchal social structure to co-
erce a woman, sometimes through fear for her very
life, into an exploitive intimate relationship that
holds her hostage and in servitude to his personal
needs and desires. With the weight of society be-
hind him, a man is able to gain deference, and all
that goes with it, from a woman.
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Men are able to intimidate and coerce women to
their benefit because society favors men and
thwarts women at every turn (Acker 1989; Lorber
1994: 298). It orchestrates women’s emotional and
economic dependence on men. Girls are taught to
believe that in order to be whole they must please
and be desired by men. The socialization of women
emphasizes the primary value of being a good wife
and mother at the expense of personal achievement
and satisfaction in other realms of life. It is no
surprise, then, that United States women who are
employed full-time earn, on average, about 75 per-
cent of the amount earned by their male counter-
parts. Indeed, women are programmed to willfully
play into a social order that minimizes their value
and sense of self-worth and oppresses them.

Battering takes two: a man and a patriarchy.
Battering is comprehensive in that it includes both
interpersonal and societal forms of gendered abuse.
It represents the convergence of one man (the bat-
terer), obsessed with controlling a particular woman
and willing to abuse her to gain and maintain that
control, with a social order that delivers that woman
to him and helps hold her there as hostage. Patriar-
chal culture creates a generalized climate of risk in
which all men are allowed to, and particular men
will, batter women. Battered women, then, consti-
tute one of the numerous categories of women (in-
cluding victims of stalking, sexual harassment,
incest, and rape) who fall prey to men’s individual
as well as collective oppression.

Using this sociological definition of battering,
there can be no battered men: Men can be treated
unfairly and even severely abused by women, but
they cannot be battered, because to be battered
requires a social order antagonistic to one’s gender.
To be battered means to be blocked by the



gendered nature of society from escaping an ab-
user. Simplistically stated, men cannot be battered
because they can leave their abusers. In a patriar-
chal society, a woman cannot hold a man captive
through conventional dynamics of romantic inti-
macy. Hypothetically, men could be battered, but
only in a matriarchal society—if one were to exist.
In the meantime, one can only imagine such a state
of affairs the likes of which is depicted by Gerd
Brantenberg (1985) in her fictional account of a
fishing village named Egalia. The ideal, of course,
would be an equalitarian society, where no one
could be battered.

From the perspective offered here, battered
women can be viewed as political prisoners because
their captivity is a political act or process in that
it operates as both a manifestation and a rein-
forcement of social-structured power imbalance.
With the more conventional forms of politically
based hostage-taking, where operatives of terrorist
governments or special interest groups overpower
military or civilian personnel, the power imbalance
is one between governments and/or special inte-
rest groups, whereas with battering, the power
imbalance is sourced in gender inequality.

This interpretation of battered women as hos-
tages and survivors of terror has occupied a niche
in feminist scholarship since the emergence of the
neo-feminist movement in the 1970s. One path has
been to explore battered women’s psychological
processes as explanations for their captivity. Some
neo-feminist writings rejected traditional psycho-
logical theories that suggested that battered women
love and remain with their abusers because of fe-
male masochism, in favor of an alternate interpre-
tation attributing such behavior to the woman’s
psychological response to power imbalance. These
feminist scholars explained the battered woman
experience as an example of the Stockholm Syn-
drome, which is a framework developed to account
for the paradoxical psychological responses of hos-
tages to their captors (Dutton and Painter 1981;
Finkelhor and Yllo 1985; Hilberman 1980). With
the discovery of the Stockholm Syndrome and its
eventual application to the understanding of
woman abuse in the context of intimacy, one psy-
chological theory was replaced with another. And
in that sense, the woman continued to be blamed
for her victimization.

The Stockholm Syndrome is a survival strategy
observed among a variety of captives in hostage-
taking situations, including concentration camp
prisoners, cult members, prisoners of war, and
physically and/or emotionally abused children. It
is characterized by a relationship of solidarity
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initiated by the captive with his or her captor per-
haps in a subconscious attempt to gain the captor’s
sympathy and leniency. The syndrome is named
after the 1973 robbery of the Kreditbanken at
Norrmalmstorg, Stockholm, Sweden, in which four
bank employees were held hostage for six days by
two men. During that time, the hostages and their
captors bonded bidirectionally. After six days of
being bound with dynamite and being generally
mistreated, several hostages actually resisted rescue
attempts, believing that their captors were protect-
ing them from the police. Afterward, they refused
to testify against their captors. Following the re-
lease of the hostages, one of the women became
engaged to one of the captors, and another hostage
initiated a “defense fund” for the legal expenses of
the captors.

Four conditions give rise to the Stockholm Syn-
drome: (1) perceived threat to one’s physical or
psychological survival and the belief that the cap-
tor(s) will carry out the threat, (2) perceived small
kindnesses from the captor(s) to the captive(s)
(allowing the captive to live is enough), (3) isolation
from perspectives other than those of captor(s),
and (4) perceived inability to escape. The Stock-
holm Syndrome model predicts that when hostages
are faced with these four conditions, they may
forge a strong emotional bond with their captor(s)
as well as an antipathy toward authorities working
for their release. They will claim to love their cap-
tor(s) for their show of kindness during captivity.
For example, the kidnapped hitchhiker Colleen
Stan, who was held captive and tortured by
Cameron Hooker for seven years, some of those
years closed up in a wooden box, justified her love
for Cameron with stories of his kindnesses, includ-
ing his once bringing her an extra plate of pan-
cakes. How wonderful he was for that kindness,
she thought. After all, he could have killed her, but
instead he gave her an extra plate of food
(McGuire and Norton 1988).

It is the contention of this author that all bat-
tered women are hostages, but that not all battered
women have fallen prey to the Stockholm Syn-
drome. Every battered woman, according to the
definition offered here, is held captive by a man
who chooses to use his male privilege derived from
a patriarchal society to hold her in servitude. A
woman’s psychological processes, including those
designated as Stockholm Syndrome, can fortify her
social-structural captivity. Essentially it is the gen-
dered nature of society that holds her captive, but
that captivity can be reinforced by psychological
processes.

ANN GOETTING
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See also Battered Woman Syndrome; Battered
Woman Syndrome as a Legal Defense in Cases of
Spousal Homicide; Battered Women, Clemency for;
Battered Women Who Kill: An Examination; Cycle
of Violence; Lesbian Battering; Social Class and
Domestic Violence; Stockholm Syndrome in Bat-
tered Women
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BATTERED WOMEN WHO KILL: AN
EXAMINATION

Since the 1990s, there has been a growing interest in
the battered woman and the violence that perme-
ates her life. Battering is a difficult topic, because it
exists in the privacy of the family home, grows in
silence and shame, and has historically been accept-
able and even expected from male heads of house-
holds. In reality, the very large majority of battered
women do not resort to killing their abusers in
order to survive. In fact, far more women are killed
each year by their abusers. Most of these women
suffer devastating injuries in silence and simply
attempt to placate their abusers, hoping to reduce
the amount and severity of the beatings. However,
each year a small number of abused women do kill
their abusers as a last resort. Most of these women
have attempted to seek help from family, commun-
ity, and criminal justice resources, with negative
results. Oftentimes, the failure of these resources
has the unintended effect of increasing the amount
and severity of the violence. This leaves some women
believing that they are alone in their situation and
must decide between their survival and death.
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In discussing this phenomenon, this article will
explore the research available on the following
topics:

History of battering legality

Women and homicide

Battering and homicide

Battered women who kill

Two theories on why battered women kill

History of Battering Legality

In order to understand why a battered woman
would resort to killing her abuser, it is first neces-
sary to examine the failure of resources attempting
to address battering. Battering flourishes even
though it is now illegal, because these resources
fail to stop it entirely. One of the reasons that re-
sources fail is the history of battering and society’s
difficulty with criminalizing formerly acceptable
behavior.

Throughout most of world history, women have
not only been treated as second-class citizens, but
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also considered property of their fathers, husbands,
and other male family members rather than as
citizens in their own right. This has been the case
under the secular law as well as the tenets of most
of the religions of the world. Historically, religious
institutions were responsible for defining and
performing social control. Most of these traditions
demand or at least support the submission of all
family members to the control of the male head of
household. Consequently, they require this male to
take responsibility for maintaining control and dis-
cipline of family members by whatever means nec-
essary, including corporal punishment (Belknap
1992; Davidson 1977; Dobash and Dobash 1979;
Gordon 1989; Gosselin 2000; Ogle and Jacobs
2002; Pleck 1983, 1987).

For example, some scholars point to the specific-
ity of the Bible concerning the subordination of
women to men and the need for men to use corpo-
ral punishment in order to maintain control over
and protect the chastity of their women (Davidson
1977; Davis 1971; Gosselin 2000; Masters 1964).
Other scholars note that in medieval times, the
church required men to maintain complete and
absolute control of wives and children and advised
that failure to do so would result in their own
punishment by the church (Dutton 1998; Masters
1964; Pushkareva 1997). Some of these scholars
indicate that the church went as far as to warn men
to be careful not to beat women and children about
the head, because this could cause irreparable
damage to their property (Masters 1964).

As secular governments began to take responsi-
bility for social control, little changed with regard
to the status or treatment of women. For example,
under Roman civil law, women were property just
like slaves, without legal or human rights. Male
ownership included the right to buy, sell, punish,
or impose death on his property (Gosselin 2000;
Masters 1964). Gosselin (2000) notes that in the
French civil code of the late 1700s women were
declared to be legal minors for the entirety of
their lives and the property of their fathers or hus-
bands. Such laws also required corporal punish-
ment of wives, including punching, kicking the
body, and permanent disfigurement—especially
injuries that were easily observable by others in
order to increase her shame (Dobash and Dobash
1978; Gosselin 2000; Pagelow 1984).

When Blackstone codified the British common
law in 1768, he included rules on the status of
women and the use of corporal punishment to con-
trol them. This code says that man and woman
become one entity by marriage and the woman’s
legal existence ceases (Dobash and Dobash 1979;

Gosselin 2000; Pagelow 1984). Even more specifi-
cally, it establishes the “rule of thumb” indicating
that a husband had the legal right and responsi-
bility to control and punish his wife but that he
should do so with a rod no bigger around than his
thumb (Dutton 1998; Gosselin 2000; Ogle and
Jacobs 2002; Pagelow 1984; Ulrich 1991). Of
course, this code formed the foundation for law
established by Britain in the United States and
remained in place there in similar form until the
late twentieth century.

In essence, battering has long been a well-
established tradition in both religion and secular
government throughout the world. Even though
some governments have made battering illegal, it
continues to flourish everywhere, alongside rape,
as a successful method of controlling women. Un-
fortunately, most efforts to address battering have
consisted mainly of women’s support groups, shel-
ters, and hotlines, rather than a coordinated social
and legal systemic attack on battering and bat-
terers, which would have a broader reach and likely
be more effective.

Women and Homicide

There has been quite a bit of research done on
women who kill, likely because murder is an aggres-
sive, violent act that falls considerably outside the
passive, submissive role expectations for women.
This extreme variation has enticed researchers
since the nineteenth century. Consequently, social
science research provides a significant amount
of information on women who Kkill, and this arti-
cle will attempt to give a useful overview of these
findings.

Women do not often kill; in fact, only about
10 percent of homicides in any given year are com-
mitted by women. When women kill, they most
often kill intimates: husbands, lovers, or children.
The large majority of these killings are actually
battered women Kkilling their abusers in order to
survive (Browne 1987; Dobash, Dobash, Wilson,
and Daly 1992; Federal Bureau of Investigation
1993, 1998; Hart 1991, 1996; Ogle and Jacobs
2002). As a result, homicides committed by women,
as opposed to those by men, present fairly consis-
tent characteristics and circumstances (Browne
1987; Browne and Williams 1989; Ewing 1987;
Goetting 1988; Jones 1980; Jurik and Winn 1990;
Ogle and Jacobs 2002; Ogle, Maier-Katkin, and
Bernard 1995; Wolfgang 1958). Women most often
kill in the home, likely because they spend much
more time in the home than men (Goetting 1988;
Ogle et al. 1995; Totman 1978). Women generally
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kill alone without co-conspirators, and their victims
have usually provoked the homicidal attack (Browne
1987; Ewing 1987; Goetting 1988; Jones 1980; Ogle
et al. 1995; Roberts 1996; Wolfgang 1958). These
killings generally involve explosive, sudden ag-
gression rather than a planned attack (Browne
1987; Ewing 1987; Goetting 1988; Jones 1980; Ogle
et al. 1995; Roberts 1996; Wolfgang 1958). In addi-
tion, women Kkillers tend to be more socially con-
forming and traditional in their sex roles and
relationships than other women (Blackman 1988;
Browne 1987; Ewing 1987; Goetting 1988; Jones
1980; Ogle et al. 1995; Ogle and Jacobs 2002;
Widom 1979). These women often indicate that
they were suffering from severe depression and
despair when they committed the homicide
(Browne 1987; Ewing 1987; Goetting 1988; Jones
1980; Ogle et al. 1995; Ogle and Jacobs 2002; Piven
and Cloward 1979; Totman 1978; Widom 1979).

Homicides committed by women of a lower so-
cioeconomic class are higher in number, as are
homicides committed by women of color (i.e.,
about eight murders by a woman of color for
every one murder by a white woman) (Block and
Christakos 1995; Mercy and Saltzman 1989; Webs-
dale 1999). However, these killings do not vary
much from the above pattern (Dawson and Langan
1994; Ewing 1987; Goetting 1988; Jones 1980; Ogle
et al. 1995; Ogle and Jacobs 2002). It should be
noted that some scholars believe that this difference
in homicide rates is a result of socioeconomic status
rather than race or ethnicity (Centerwall 1984;
Stark and Flitcraft 1996). These patterns represent
a rich picture of the characteristics of homicides
committed by women and have provided scholars
with sufficient information to formulate theories
on why battered women Kkill.

Battering and Homicide

Although there is yet to be agreement among
researchers, there is evidence in the research to
support the existence of two types of domestic
violence. Johnson (1995) attempts to delineate
these two specific types of battering relationships:
(1) common couple violence and (2) patriarchal
terrorism. Common couple violence involves minor
violence and reciprocity of assaults between part-
ners. In other words, both parties participate in the
violence toward each other. This type of violence
occurs less often and generally only when the cou-
ple is experiencing an extremely stressful situation.
Patriarchal terrorism involves the victim being sys-
tematically terrorized by the other partner. In this
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type of battering, the violence is both more serious
and more frequent. The qualitative data on bat-
tered women indicate that these may be the cases
most likely to escalate to homicides. The most
common victim of homicide in a battering relation-
ship is the battering victim. In the United States,
about two or three thousand women are killed each
year by their batterers. In contrast, only about five
hundred battered women kill their abusers each
year. There is evidence that these numbers may
be decreasing where social and legal resources
are more successful (Browne and Williams 1989;
Bureau of Justice Statistics 1998; Websdale 1999).
However, there is also evidence that a significant
number of battering homicides may never be
recorded as such because the batterer has been
successful at hiding the situation, the police fail to
record the battering, or the relationship is early in
the battering process and these issues remain
hidden. It should also be noted that the largest
percentage of murdered battered women (about
60 to 70 percent) are killed by their batterers
while trying to leave the situation. These are re-
ferred to as ‘“‘separation attacks” (Bachman and
Saltzman 1994; Browne 1987; Copelon 1994;
Felder and Victor 1996; Klein 1996; Mahoney
1991; Ogle and Jacobs 2002). Of course, there are
a significant number of women killed at the climax
of a battering incident as well. When battered
women Kkill, it is generally after they have been
provoked by their batterers/victims and see no
alternative for survival.

Battered Women Who Kill

Battered women live in a world quite different from
their nonvictimized counterparts. It is a world filled
with tension, distrust, violence, and fear. Aldar-
ondo and Straus (1994) identified ten risk factors
for marital violence. They note the willingness to
use violence at all, dependency, violent behavior
outside the home, and physical violence in the fam-
ily of origin as major factors. They also note the
importance of marital rape, possession or use of
weapons, abuse or killing of pets, psychological
abuse, and threats used to solve problems or control
the partner. These characteristics have also been
identified by other researchers studying battering in
general (Straus and Gelles 1986, 1990; Straus, Gelles,
and Steinmetz 1980). While this set of general char-
acteristics of battering relationships indicates an en-
vironment of fear and violence, other studies have
shown even more difficult circumstances for bat-
tered women who kill their abusers.
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Research indicates that battered women who kill
their abusers live in a world that is even more inti-
midating. Browne (1987) did a study comparing her
sample of battered women who had killed their abu-
sers with Walker’s 1979 sample of battered women
who had not killed their abusers. She found several
significant differences in the cases of battered women
who killed their abusers. She identifies a higher fre-
quency of violence in these cases and more serious
injuries as a result. These cases more often involved
serious sexual abuse, high levels of isolation of the
victim, frequent substance abuse, and frequent
threats to kill the victim. She also notes higher levels
of hopelessness among these victims, particularly
those who had attempted to leave or get assistance
and had failed, leaving them feeling entrapped in
the violence. This adds support to Johnson’s (1995)
claim that there are two types of battering rela-
tionships and each has somewhat different charac-
teristics. All of this research has led some scholars
to develop theories on battering and battering
homicides.

Two Theories on Why Battered Women Kill
Lenore Walker was one of the first scholars to
devote her efforts to understanding the battering
relationship. In 1979, she published a book detail-
ing the pattern of battering that she discovered
from working with battered women. This pattern
is referred to as the cycle of battering, or the cycle of
violence. This cycle consists of three phases. First,
Walker identified a period of tension building in
these relationships, where the batterer emotionally
abuses the victim with intimidation and threats.
Victims generally react to this abusive behavior
by attempting to placate the batterer in order to
avoid the threatened violence. The second phase
consists of the actual battering incident. The third
phase consists of contrition, whereby the batterer
apologizes for the violence and attempts to con-
vince the victim that it will not happen again, in
order to prevent the victim from leaving the rela-
tionship. Walker followed up this work in 1984
with a book explaining her theory of why women
stay in battering relationships and how this can
result in a homicide. This theory is called battered
woman syndrome. In this theory, Walker argues
that over time, battered women develop learned
helplessness. This means that as the cycle reoccurs
over time, the battered woman learns that nothing
she does has an influence on the battering. It
becomes inevitable regardless of her response to
the threats. The victim feels helpless and entrap-
ped in the violence. Some victims simply give up

and expect to die; others continue in this mode
until they believe that they are going to be killed
and then resort to killing their abusers in order to
survive.

Battered woman syndrome has become well ac-
cepted in the legal community as a supplement to
self-defense strategies for battered women who
have killed their abusers. It is similar to arguing
that the battered woman was slowly driven to a
form of temporary insanity, resulting in her homi-
cidal behavior. In essence, battered woman syn-
drome is a partial excuse for committing homicide;
however, it is not a legal justification. In other
words, it may reduce her responsibility for the ho-
micide and mitigate the punishment, but it does not
legally justify the homicide.

Battered woman syndrome has also received
significant criticism over the past twenty years.
For example, it is hard to argue in court that the
defendant made a reasonable decision while claim-
ing that she was temporarily insane. Ogle and
Jacobs (2002) argue that this theory focuses only
on psychology and only on the victim, as if the
victim were the problem to be explained. They
claim that this theory ignores all of the cultural,
social, structural, and situational variables that
are inherent parts of any interaction between peo-
ple. Consequently, they utilize an interaction per-
spective to explain battering and escalation to
homicide.

Ogle and Jacobs (2002) borrow the cycle of bat-
tering from Walker and use it as the framework
for understanding how interactions occur over time
in a battering relationship and how these interac-
tions might escalate to a homicide. They argue that
the tension-building phase creates negative affect
(i.e., bad feelings like anger, fear, or despair) for
both the batterer and the victim. The batterer tem-
porarily relieves his tension by battering the victim,
but the victim lives in a constantly increasing, high
state of arousal. When people experience such feel-
ings, they normally utilize their personal coping
mechanisms to end the tension or at least manage
it. Since women are generally socialized against
the use of aggression, they are likely to begin cop-
ing by appeasing the batterer to keep him calm
and reduce the likelihood of violence. For example,
the victim may try to do everything just as the
batterer wants it, hoping that this will prevent an-
other beating. When another battering incident
occurs, she has learned that her actions will not
stop the violence. At this stage, some women will
try physical self-defense, which usually results in
more serious injuries. But again the batterer will
apologize and promise not to do it again. Most
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women will believe this contrition for a while be-
cause they so desperately want it to be true. When
the tension building and battering continue to
occur, the victim often responds by utilizing her
personal coping resources to attempt to end the
violence. For example, she may call her parents
for advice or talk to a trusted friend about the
situation. These coping efforts by the victim will
signal a loss of control to the batterer and he will
respond by increasing the tension and violence in
order to regain complete control of both the victim
and the relationship.

As the violence continues, the victim will no
longer believe the apologies offered by the batterer.
At this point, the contrition phase is going to dis-
sipate or disappear entirely because the victim
doesn’t believe it, and therefore it is no longer
useful to the batterer. He will focus his control
efforts on intimidation, threats, and violence. At
this stage, fear significantly increases for the victim.
In addition, when contrition disappears from the
battering cycle, all that is left is tension building
and battering incidents. So, while the batterer
relieves his tension by battering, the victim lives in
a constant high state of fear waiting for the next
threat and beating. In essence, at this stage, there
are no nonconfrontational periods for the victim—
it could happen at any time. Most victims respond
reasonably to this escalation by going outside their
personal resources to social or public resources for
help. This may involve calling the police, a batter-
ing hotline, a shelter, a divorce lawyer, or a coun-
selor for assistance. Since public knowledge of the
batterer’s behavior can have serious social and
criminal justice consequences, he will feel at greater
risk than before. The batterer reacts to these victim
coping efforts in two ways.

First, he will act to block any further use of these
resources. For example, he may threaten to kill the
dog or beat the kids if she calls her parents, the
police, or a counselor again; sell the car, so she has
no transportation; gather up important papers that
she would need to have in order to leave; or reduce
her access to money. Second, the batterer will react
by increasing the frequency and intensity of the
violence in order to regain complete control of the
victim and the relationship. With each progression
of the battering cycle, the chance of desistance by
the batterer diminishes because success in regaining
and maintaining control is self-reinforcing. In other
words, each time the batterer is successful at block-
ing resource use and regaining control, he is more
convinced of his superiority and omnipotence. Ogle
and Jacobs (2002) are not arguing that the victim
does not experience trauma in this battering
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process, but rather that it is perfectly reasonable for
a victim in this situation to view it as progressively
more lethal.

At this point, the victim knows that any effort to
utilize outside assistance will put her and her chil-
dren in an extremely high-risk situation. Most of
these victims are very courageous; they will make
multiple attempts to obtain outside assistance from
social resources and will bear the intensified vio-
lence when those resources do not successfully end
the battering.

Unfortunately social resources to assist battering
victims are not particularly abundant or successful.
Battered woman shelters are few and far between
and severely underfunded. In the United States,
there are three times as many animal shelters as
there are battered woman shelters (Senate Judiciary
Committee 1992). There are about 1,200 battered
woman shelters in the United States serving
thousands of women each year, but their services
are requested by about two million women each
year (ibid.). Having the batterer arrested may cre-
ate temporary safety, but most victims find them-
selves later facing an even angrier batterer who is
not intimidated by a protection order (Klein 1996).
Neighbors don’t call the police when they hear the
commotion for fear of violating someone’s privacy
or giving the batterer reason to aggress toward
them. Clergy and counselors sometimes fail to rec-
ognize the level of danger in these situations and
convince victims to try to work out differences.
Doctors do not always question the victim in a
safe environment where she can give honest
answers. Worse yet, insurance agencies reserve the
right to cancel life and health insurance on women
and children living in battering situations; of
course, the only way they obtain such information
is by the victim reporting the battering to some social
service agency. So in order to get help, battered
women have to be willing to be mistreated by the
system. Unfortunately, all too often, when battered
women do what they are told to do to end
the violence, such as use social resources or leave
the situation, they are punished by the system, and
some are killed by their batterers in separation
attacks.

After the victim has made multiple attempts to
utilize these social resources and watched them fail,
it is not unreasonable to expect the victim to view
herself as alone in the situation. It is not unreason-
able that she will resign herself to kill or be killed to
end the violence. Since women generally are physi-
cally smaller and have less strength than their male
partners, their self-defense will almost always have
to involve a weapon. It is also likely that to be
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successful in protecting themselves and ending the
violence, they will have to act before their batterers
initiate one of their attacks, during what the courts
call a nonconfrontational period. Ogle and Jacobs
(2002) argue that if juries were exposed to this
interactional information about the battering rela-
tionship over time, they would be more willing to
accept a self-defense justification for battered
women who kill their abusers even if they do so
prior to the next attack.

RoBBIN S. OGLE

See also Battered Woman Syndrome; Battered
Woman Syndrome as a Legal Defense in Cases of
Spousal Homicide; Battered Women: Held in Cap-
tivity; Intimate Partner Homicide; Mutual Batter-
ing; Stages of Leaving Abusive Relationships
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BATTERER INTERVENTION
PROGRAMS

There are basically four therapeutic approaches to
treating interpersonal partner violence: same-sex
group therapy (for example, a group of males sent
to therapy by the criminal justice system), couples
therapy (which focuses on the interaction between
the two members of the couple), “psychoeduca-
tional” groups (again, mandated by the criminal
justice system but having a different focus than
treatment groups), and intimate abuse circles (an
innovative form of restorative justice that involves
public apology to a small group and/or apology to
the victim) (Mills 2003; Strang and Braithwaite
2002). Psychoeducational groups do not view inti-
mate partner violence as having psychological
causes but as being a case of male power and
control (Pense and Paymar 1993) that requires at-
titude adjustment. For this reason, this approach
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does not refer to “treatment” but rather to inter-
vention and is designed with male perpetrators in
heterosexual relationships in mind. It is legally re-
quired in many states (Tolman 2001), although
many researchers have complained that the ap-
proach is not informed by research on perpetrators,
that is, it does not have a complex picture of the
subtypes of perpetrators, even within a heterosex-
ual male group (see Maiuro et al. 2001; Dutton and
Sonkin 2003; Hamel 2005). For example, the no-
tion that “attitudes” drive violence is naive. Large
survey studies (e.g., Simon et al. 2003) find that
only 2.1 percent of males in the United States
agree with the statement “A man is justified in
using violence to keep his mate in line.” Even stud-
ies on male perpetrators obtain mixed results on
whether attitudes predict use of intimate partner



violence (see Dutton, in press). It may well be that
attitudes are changed by violent men to be more
consistent with their behavior (Bem 1972).

Psychoeducational Interventions

The Duluth Domestic Abuse Intervention Project
(DAIP) designed an intervention program to be
applied to men who had assaulted their female
partners but who were not going to receive jail
time. The objective of the program was to ensure
the safety of the women victims (i.e., protection
from recidivist violence) by “holding the offenders
accountable” and by placing the onus of interven-
tion on the community to ensure the woman’s
safety. The curriculum of the Duluth model was
developed by a “small group of activists in the
battered woman’s movement” (p. xiii)) and was
designed to be used by paraprofessionals in court-
mandated groups. It is now one of the most com-
monly used court-sanctioned interventions for men
convicted and having mandatory treatment condi-
tions placed on their probations. This is true in
many U.S. states and Canadian provinces. The
curriculum of the model stresses that violence is
used as a form of “power and control,” and a
“Power and Control Wheel” has become a famous
insignia of the program. This wheel depicts various
forms of abuse (physical, financial, sexual, emo-
tional) as emanating from a need in the abuser to
have power over the abuse victim. Also, the need
for power and control is seen as being an exclusively
male problem. As the authors put it, “[Men] are
socialized to be dominant and women to be subor-
dinate” (p. 5). Hence, the “educational” aspect of
the program deals with male privilege that exists in
patriarchal structures such as those in place in
North American countries. The DAIP view of fe-
male violence is that it is always self defensive.
“Women often kick, scratch and bite the men
who beat them, but that does not constitute mutual
battering” (p. 5). Male battering stems from beliefs
which are themselves the product of socialization.
These include the beliefs that the man should be the
boss in the family; that anger causes violence; that
women are manipulative; that women think of men
as paychecks; that if a man is hurt, it is natural for
him to hurt back; that smashing things isn’t abu-
sive; that “women’s libbers’ hate men; that women
want to be dominated by men; that men batter
because they are insecure; that a man has the
right to choose his partner’s friends and associates;
and that a man can’t change if the woman won’t
(pp. 7-13). According to the manual, the basis for
these beliefs came from a sample of five battered
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women and four men who had completed the
Duluth program.

Outcome studies, which measure recidivism (the
success or failure of a treatment after completion,
usually assessed either by new police reports or by
interviews with the previous victim), have been
carried out on the Duluth model. Four separate
studies (Davis, Taylor, and Maxwell 1998; Feder
and Forde 1999; Levesque 1998; and Shepard
1992) essentially found that men completing
Duluth treatment were just as likely as untreated
control subjects to reoffend. When treatment ends,
violence returns. It seems that clients privately
reject the Duluth model’s proposals while pub-
licly realizing that they have to comply with the
system. Furthermore, dropout rates are very high
for such programs, ranging from 40 to 80 percent
(McCloskey, Sitaker, Grigsby, and Malloy 2003).
One reason may be that such programs do not
form a “therapeutic bond” with the client and can
be highly judgmental, promoting a philosophy that
the client does not see as fitting his situation.

The single most predictive factor for successful
therapeutic outcome (realizing that the Duluth
model is not therapy but required of many mental
health practitioners) is the therapeutic relationship
(see, for example, Luborsky 1984; Schore 2003).
However, it becomes extremely difficult to form a
positive relationship when the therapist is required
to disbelieve clients’ reports of acts of violence by
the partner; indeed, therapists can lose their certifi-
cation with probation if they don’t confront their
clients enough and tell them that they have a
“power entitlement” when the clients feel powerless
in the world, and are considered enabling or
manipulated when they advocate for their clients’
continued treatment.

One must balance confrontation with support,
belief, and caring in order to develop a solid thera-
peutic alliance. Building a therapeutic alliance
without colluding with dangerous acting-out beha-
viors is one of the greatest challenges facing treat-
ment providers working with domestic violence
perpetrators. Because so many of these individuals
experienced abuse by authority figures, the process
of building a trusting relationship is particularly
difficult.

According to Lester Luborsky of the Penn Psy-
chotherapy Project, the therapeutic alliance may be
defined as ‘“‘that point in the therapeutic relation-
ship when the client on one hand elevates the ther-
apist to a position of authority, but on the other
hand believes that this power and authority is
shared between them, that there is a deep sense
of collaboration and participation in the process.
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In this way a positive attachment develops between
the client and the therapist” (Luborsky 1984).

Cognitive-Behavioral Treatment

Cognitive-behavioral treatment (CBT) of intimate
partner violence is based on the assumption that
beliefs or cognitions about violence and its causes
sustain a habit of intimate violence and that by
challenging and changing these beliefs, abusive be-
havior can also be stopped. CBT is implemented in
a same-sex group with one or two therapists. Treat-
ment typically lasts for sixteen to fifty-two weeks
on a once-a-week basis. The treatment is far
broader in its targeting of abusive beliefs than is
psychoeducational intervention. Topics covered in
CBT groups include the following:

¢ Focus on the unacceptability of abuse:
Confrontation of beliefs and behavioral
choices
Emphasis on attitudes and choices

¢ Generation of client agreement with the unac-
ceptability of abuse:
Generation of a “Violence Contract™ (getting
the clients to write out their personal violence
policy—the conditions under which they
believe the use of violence is acceptable)
Generation of commitment to therapy

e Skills training;:
Emotional labeling
Anger management (including keeping anger
diaries)
Self-soothing (stress reduction skills)
Redirecting power needs
Assertiveness awareness

¢ Focus on specific “problem” emotions:
Dealing with anger, jealousy, anxiety,
depression

¢ Attitudinal challenge:
Attitudes toward the use of violence
Attitudes toward women
Violence potential awareness

e Managing contact with partner:
Crisis strategies
Connection of learned patterns in family of
origin to present dysfunctional action patterns

Therapists typically attempt to confront abusive

behaviors while forming and maintaining a thera-
peutic bond (sportive milieu) with the client.
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Dutton (in press) has developed a ‘“blended
CBT” model that expands the targets of CBT to
include identity disturbances (called borderline per-
sonality organization), trauma, substance abuse,
and insecure attachment. Research had shown
that all four are risk factors for abusiveness, what
Dutton (2003) called the associated features of
abuse. As of this writing, no evaluation has been
done of programs utilizing this expanded focus.

Evaluations of earlier CBT models showed the
following. Babcock, Green, and Robie (2004) con-
ducted a meta-analytic study of twenty-two studies
of treatment outcome. (Meta-analysis combines
several or all known studies to arrive at an overall
evaluation.) For Duluth treatment, the effect size
(differences in success of treatment groups and
control groups in remaining violence-free after treat-
ment) was .19. (An effect size of .20 is considered
small, of .40 moderate, and of .75 large.) Compar-
isons between CBT and Duluth were not significant.
However, “pure” Duluth models were hard to find;
as the authors of this study state, ““‘modern batterer
groups tend to mix different theoretical approaches
to treatment, combining feminist theory of power
and control as well as specific interventions that
deal with anger control, stress management and im-
proved communication skill”” (p. 1045).

The effect size of .34 for most therapeutic out-
comes, also reported by Babcock, Green, and Robie
(2004), is less than optimal. The average effect
size in psychotherapy studies is .85, but it is
substantially lower for court-mandated treatment.
By standards of court-mandated client popula-
tions, however, this is an average result. By
expanding the focus of treatment in a blended
model, this outcome may improve.

Couples Therapy

Several studies have found couples therapy effec-
tive with violent couples (Brannen 1994; Heyman
and Schlee 2003; Klein 1991; O’Leary, Heyman,
and Neidig 1999). Obviously the form of treatment
is dictated by an assessment of violence levels and
danger but to rule it out a priori, as the Duluth
model does, operates against treatment efficacy.
The decision regarding whether an individual or
a couples approach to therapy is best may depend
on the client. A partner who has a history of vio-
lence in several relationships may be a conflict
generator capable of creating the system pattern
in the current relationship, as observed by the sys-
tems therapist. Certainly an “abusive personality”’
requires extensive therapeutic work at an individ-
ual level before couples treatment seems viable.



Also, as some therapists have shown (Richter
1974), an individual is capable of generating entire
interaction patterns within a family on the basis of
his or her own pathology. Richter describes how a
paranoid personality who holds power in a family
can generate a shared paranoia in the entire family
system. Men with abusive personalities, one may
suspect, are conflict generators in all their intimate
relationships, regardless of the personality or style
of their female partner. Of course, such men may
also pick women with their own backgrounds of
abuse victimization and personality disorders.
Therefore, obtaining detailed social histories of cli-
ents and their partners is recommended prior to
embarking on a systems approach. If a male bat-
terer has a history of violence with women that
predates his current relationship, or strong indica-
tors of an abusive personality, couples treatment
may not be advisable. Where the female feels threa-
tened by the man’s violence potential or where
violence is still recent, couples therapy might be
delayed until the man has successfully completed
an anger management program and has been vio-
lence free for a lengthy period. In general, where
the violence and conflict seem specific to the pres-
ent relationship, couples treatment may be more
useful after the man’s anger treatment.

Neidig and Friedman (1984) begin their descrip-
tion of their couples treatment program by stating
that “abusive behavior is a relationship issue but it
is ultimately the responsibility of the male to con-
trol physical violence.” Their view is that
approaches which attribute total responsibility to
either party lead to blaming, which compounds the
problem. According to these authors, it does so by
beginning a chain of retributional strategies by the
victim and the aggressor whereby each tries to “get
even” for the other’s most recent transgression. A
systems approach avoids blaming by getting cou-
ples to think of the causes of violence from a circu-
lar feedback perspective rather than a linear one.
This leads to ‘“‘constructive interventions in the
escalating process’” which permit each partner to
accept a portion of the responsibility. Having said
that, however, Neidig and Friedman assign “ulti-
mate responsibility to the male for controlling vio-
lence” [emphasis added], as a recognition that both
parties are not equal in physical strength. If a man
1s responsible for his violence, then why is he not to
blame if he acts violently? One answer may be that
his violence occurred in a state of high arousal
when he perceived no alternatives to the actions
he took. Therapeutically, a couples approach and
an individual approach have a fundamental dis-
agreement: The couples approach tries to reduce
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blame, and the individual approach tries to increase
responsibility.

Cascardi and Vivian (1995) found that in the
majority of couples clients seeking marital therapy,
both partners engaged in aggressive acts, though
the woman got the worst of it. Vivian and Langhin-
richsen-Rohling (1994) classified couples seeking
therapy as (1) mild bidirectional, in which about
50 percent report low-level aggression (pushes,
slaps, grabs) committed by both husband and
wife, (2) moderate, and (3) severe wife victimiza-
tion, in which 30-40 percent report high levels of
wife victimization and much lower levels of hus-
band victimization. This leads to the same question
posed by Stets and Straus (1992): What happens to
violent couples in which the female is the predomi-
nant aggressor? These couples do not appear to
seek marital therapy. Interestingly, only a small
percentage (6-14 percent) of women seeking mari-
tal therapy report physical violence as a problem,
despite reports from the Conflict Tactics Scale
(CTS) revealing higher levels of physical aggression
in the marriages.

Heyman and Schlee (2003) assessed for levels of
aggression prior to their treatment program and
found that very few couples reported severe levels
of aggression (p. 145). When someone was injured
or fearful or when the husband was in denial, the
couple was screened out. They did not comment on
wives in denial. Post-treatment assessment revealed
significant drops in aggression and increases in
reported marital adjustment by both parties. The
reduction in aggression was still significantly lower
than its pre-treatment level one year after cessation
of treatment. Complete cessation was found among
26 percent of the couples one year later. Addition-
ally, reductions occurred in a substantial subgroup.

Klein (1991) did a follow-up on a ten-week con-
joint (couples) therapy group. The results were
mixed: 80 percent of the couples were violence
free at a two-month follow-up, but 80 percent
were continuing to be verbally abusive. However,
the sample was small and the follow-up period too
short.

Stith, Rosen, McCollum, and Thomsen (2004)
also found significant reductions in male violence
recidivism six months after couples treatment cessa-
tion in a study of forty-two couples (only 25 percent
recidivated). This was in a couples group-therapy
format. In an individual-couples format, 43 percent
recidivated. In a nontreated control, 66 percent
recidivated. By comparison, in a treatment out-
come study done on the Duluth model, Shepard
(1987, 1992) found a 40 percent recidivism rate in a
six-month follow-up of Duluth clients, higher than
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most control recidivism levels, and Dutton (1987)
found a recidivism rate of 16 percent (or 84 percent
complete cessation) based on wives’ reports for a
CBT court-mandated group for men. Rosenfeld
(1992) found that wives’ reports of husbands’ vio-
lence revealed four times as much violence as police
reports. (This does not mean that four times as
many men were being violent, but that the violent
men were more violent than the police realized.)
Stith, Rosen, and McCollum (2003) reviewed six
outcome studies of couples treatment and conclu-
ded that they were at least as effective as so-called
traditional treatment.

Treatment Groups for Female Perpetrators

Evidence is beginning to show that women are as
violent as men and that the profiles of female abu-
sers are the same as those of male abusers (Archer
2000; Moffitt, Caspi, Rutter, and Silva 2001;
Ehrensaft, Moffitt, and Caspi 2004; Babcock and
Dutton, in press). Henning, Jones, and Holdford
(2003) found that both women and men in court-
mandated treatment had adverse childhood experi-
ences and high levels of personality and mood
disorder. Borderline personality disorder, which
Dutton (2003) noted as being central in male bat-
terers, was even more frequent in female batterers.
Hence it seems that blended CBT groups designed
for male abusers may prove to be most effective
with female abusers.

Intimate Abuse Circles

Linda Mills (2001), in a thoughtful and provocative
article in the Harvard Law Review, argues that state
intervention itself has become abusive to “‘victims”
who don’t want that intervention. Battered women,
she argues, are safest and feel most respected when
they willingly partner with state officials to prose-
cute domestic violence crimes. Mandatory state in-
terventions do not allow clinical healing to occur.
The unwanted state intervention replicates “‘rejec-
tion, degradation, terrorization, social isolation,
missocialization, exploitation, emotional unrespon-
siveness and close confinement that are endemic to
the abusive relationship” (p. 551). Mills advocates
what she calls a “‘survivor-centered approach,”
which focuses on listening to the woman, discuss-
ing the options with her, and leaving control of the
outcome in her hands.

This approach can involve what are called inti-
mate abuse circles, involving conferences between
victims and perpetrators in the midst of a caring
community chosen by both the victim and the
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perpetrator. These “restorative justice circles”
have been tried in South Africa, New Zealand,
the United States, and Canada. As a group and
by consensus, a contract is developed to restore to
the victim what has been lost (e.g., dignity, prop-
erty). The contract must be agreeable to both sides
and is prepared only after two events have oc-
curred: First, there has been a full examination of
the impact of the violence on those most affected;
and second, violent offenders express remorse for
their actions. This is referred to as the ‘“healing
process.” Conferences can be formed only with
the consent of both parties and the participation
of the care community. It is a radical alternative to
the ‘““adversarial” justice system now in place, in
which both sides spin the truth to self-advantage.
Braithwaite provides considerable empirical evi-
dence indicating high levels of victim satisfaction;
this process leaves victims feeling empowered by
their participation in the conference. The offender’s
apology offers symbolic reparation and enhanced
empathy for the offender (sometimes as a pre-
requisite for making the apology). Strang and
Braithwaite (2002) report that the use of justice
circles in Indianapolis had a 40 percent lower re-
cidivism rate than a control group (after six
months) and a 25 percent lower recidivism rate
after twelve months. A quasi-experimental study
in Winnipeg among “‘serious adult offenders™ pro-
duced a recidivism rate one-third that of the
matched control group. A similar improved re-
duction in recidivism is reported in a study from
New Zealand (Strang and Braithwaite 2002). The
only evaluation available as of this writing on the
application of justice circles to family violence is a
study in Newfoundland by Burford and Pennell
(1998), reported in the Strang and Braithwaite
book. It found “marked reduction in both child
abuse/neglect and abuse of mothers after the inter-
vention.” Thirty-two families who underwent the
restorative justice intervention reduced violence by
50 percent in the year after the intervention;
by comparison, thirty-one control families saw
violence increase.

Caution must be employed here, though; the
use of intimate abuse circles in domestic violence
treatment probably requires that participants be
screened (by criminal justice officials) for psycho-
pathology prior to using this system. Also, the
couple has to have access to the “caring commun-
ity” group that Mills describes. It should be added
that victim veto and careful monitoring of commu-
nity group composition by criminal justice profes-
sionals are necessary to ensure that no “stacking”
of the community group occurs.



As a summary statement, it must be said that no
one treatment modality is so superior that others
can be eliminated. What is more important is the fit
between participants (the abusive couple) and the
treatment or intervention system. Psychoeduca-
tional models and/or intimate abuse circles may
work better with immigrant groups among whom
cultural values upholding patriarchy are at odds
with the host culture. Couples therapy may be
better suited to mutually violent couples. CBT is
probably better for individuals who habitually use
violence but should be augmented with attention to
the features of abusiveness described above.

DonaLp G. DuTTON

See also Batterer Typology; Cross-Cultural Perspec-
tives on How to Deal with Batterers; Domestic Vio-
lence Courts; Electronic Monitoring of Abusers;
Mutual Battering; Protective and Restraining
Orders
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BATTERER TYPOLOGY

Male Violence against an Intimate
Female Partner

Physical aggression against an intimate partner is a
serious problem. While both men and women en-
gage in physical aggression in their intimate rela-
tionships, male aggression is generally found to
have more negative consequences than female
aggression, in terms of physical injury, partner
fear, and other psychological sequelae (e.g., post-
traumatic stress disorder [PTSD], depression).
Thus, the focus in this article is on male violence
toward an intimate partner, or husband violence.
The potential causes of husband violence can be
considered from a variety of levels, including those
of societal and cultural variables, family and dyadic
interactions and relationships, and individual char-
acteristics of the violence perpetrator. To date,
many studies, examining a wide variety of individual
characteristics (e.g., psychopathology, behaviors
and social skills, attitudes), have demonstrated dif-
ferences between maritally violent and nonviolent
men, suggesting that it is important to consider indi-
vidual characteristics of violent men. Such individual
characteristics are emphasized in existing batterer
typologies.

Initial research in this area generally consisted of
studies comparing men who had engaged in vio-
lence against an intimate partner with men who
had not (i.e., violent vs. nonviolent sample study
designs). However, as researchers gained experi-
ence with maritally violent men, they began to
agree that differing levels and types of husband
aggression exist and that maritally violent men
differ from one another in a variety of ways. For
example, it is clear that some men, often labeled
batterers, engage in severe physical violence and
usually also engage in other forms of male control
and aggression (e.g., psychological and/or sexual
abuse); their violence is likely to result in wife fear
and injury. In contrast, some men engage in lower
levels of violence, to which a variety of terms have
been applied (e.g., minor violence, common couple
violence, situational violence).

As research has made it clear that samples of
maritally violent men are heterogeneous, varying
along theoretically important dimensions, it has
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been assumed that our understanding of husband
violence can be advanced by drawing attention to
these differences. Comparing subtypes of violent
men with each other, and understanding how
each type differs from nonviolent men, should
help us to identify different underlying processes
resulting in violence. By thus better understanding
the correlates and causes of varying types of male
aggression, batterer typologies might also lead to
improved outcome in batterer intervention and
treatment, helping us to identify the men most
likely to benefit from various interventions and to
develop interventions matched to the needs of
differing subtypes of violent husbands.

Batterer Typologies

Given such goals, Holtzworth-Munroe and Stuart
(1994) conducted a comprehensive review of then
available batterer typologies. Across these studies,
we observed that batterer subtypes could be classi-
fied along three descriptive dimensions: (1) the se-
verity/frequency of the husband’s marital violence,
(2) the generality of the man’s violence (i.e., marital
only or extrafamilial), and (3) the batterer’s psy-
chopathology or personality disorder characteris-
tics. Using these dimensions, we proposed that
three subtypes of batterers would be identified.
First, family-only (FO) batterers were predicted to
engage in the least marital violence, the lowest
levels of psychological and sexual abuse, and the
least violence outside the home. Men in this group
were predicted to evidence little or no psychopa-
thology. Second, dysphoric/borderline (DB) bat-
terers were predicted to engage in moderate to
severe wife abuse. Their violence would be primar-
ily confined to the wife, although some extrafami-
lial violence might be evident. This group would be
the most psychologically distressed and the most
likely to evidence characteristic